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Abstract 
Vietnam has a long tradition of education: its first university, Văn Miếu, was 
established nearly a thousand years ago. Since that time, the education system has 
been shaped and reshaped by numerous influences related to history, culture, politics, 
and management. Until recently, the management of university education in Vietnam 
has been highly centralised. The Ministry of Education and Training has been 
responsible, not only, for managing Vietnam's system of education and training, but 
also, for developing curriculum and producing materials for teaching. Though 
autonomy has recently been granted to universities, they have had very little 
preparation for developing their own curriculum. A top-down management approach 
of higher education curriculum has resulted in the reduction of academic freedom at 
universities and colleges, limited participation and contribution by staff, and 
exclusion of other stakeholders, for example, students and employers from the 
process of curriculum development. Stakeholders' limited understandings of 
curriculum development and a highly centralised management approach are 
challenging higher education innovation in Vietnam. 
While curriculum and curriculum development are well-researched topics in 
Western literature, few studies have considered how curriculum is understood, how 
higher education curriculum development has been shaped over time, and what 
processes of curriculum development are employed in the Vietnamese context. This 
research project examined approaches to curriculum development at a Vietnamese 
university. For ethical reasons the name of the university has been withheld.  It is 
referred to throughout the thesis as the University. The study includes understandings 
of curriculum held by the University's senior administrators, English as a Foreign 
iv 
 
Language (EFL) academics and EFL students, and the processes of curriculum 
development at the University.  
The research used a qualitative case study design to reveal the previously 
unheard voices of senior administrators, EFL teachers and EFL students of the 
University, to show a complete picture of how a curriculum is developed in that 
particular context. Face-to face interviews were used for senior administrators, and 
teaching staff, and focus group interviews for students. Thematic analysis was 
employed to identify emerging themes from data.  
The findings revealed participants’ understandings of higher education 
curriculum and its development in the Vietnamese context, the processes of 
curriculum development, and the dilemma the University is facing as a result of new 
directives. Accordingly, understandings of curriculum are diverse and sometimes 
conflicting among stakeholders interviewed, and the curriculum is developed in a 
top-down hierarchical manner. Furthermore, more than one approach to curriculum 
development was identified. The findings indicate some problems the University is 
facing, for example, a mismatch between the traditional view of knowledge versus 
the contemporary purposes of curriculum, recently-approved institutional autonomy 
versus stakeholders' competencies, and innovative ideas versus traditional values. 
To ensure all voices are raised and heard, and stakeholders of all levels have a 
part in the process, this study proposes a participatory model for curriculum 
development. Recommendations are made for effective practices of curriculum 
development at different levels in the Vietnamese context. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
The aim of this study is to examine the approaches to curriculum development in 
Vietnamese higher education. English as a Foreign Language (EFL) at a university in 
Vietnam
1
 was used as the context for the study, and EFL curriculum as a vehicle to achieve 
this aim.  
The study explores three issues. First, it investigates the understandings of senior 
administrators, EFL academics and EFL students about curriculum. Second, it analyses the 
processes adopted for the development of curriculum at the University. Third, it scrutinises 
any advantages and difficulties that senior administrators, teaching staff, and students 
might be having in relation to curriculum and curriculum development. The intention of 
this study is to develop a participatory model for curriculum development, and provide 
recommendations for implementing effective curriculum development practices.  
This chapter specifies the terms used in the study, outlines the background, the 
purposes and the significance of the study. The first section (Section 1.1) specifies the 
major terms used in the study, including approaches to curriculum development, 
understandings of curriculum, and the processes of curriculum development. Section 1.2 
introduces the background of curriculum development in higher education in Vietnam 
drawing on the researcher's experiences. This includes describing the historical and cultural 
context of the study, and discussing different ways of understanding curriculum and 
curriculum development within the University environment. Section 1.3 describes the 
rationale of the study, specifies the purposes, the aims, and details the research questions. 
The research design is briefly presented in Section 1.4, including data collection methods 
                                                 
 
1
 In line with the study's ethical clearance, "the University" has been used to indicate the research site. 
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and data analysis methods. Section 1.5 discusses the significance of this research. Finally, 
an outline of the remaining chapters of the thesis is included in section 1.6.  
1.1 SPECIFYING THE TERMS 
Since the proposed topic is about approaches to curriculum development in higher 
education, and the understandings of staff and students about curriculum in the University, 
Vietnam, this section focuses on specifying the terms relating to this study: the approaches 
to curriculum development, the understandings of curriculum, and the processes of 
curriculum development. The first part discusses approaches to curriculum development, 
the second part analyses understandings of curriculum and the processes of curriculum 
development, including those in a higher education context, and in language teaching. The 
ideas introduced here will be expanded upon in following chapters. 
1.1.1 Approaches to Curriculum Development 
An approach to curriculum includes an "understanding of curriculum and the process of 
curriculum development, a value system sufficiently explicit to make clear the basis for 
specific decisions, ... (and) basic assumptions about the world, society, and morality on 
which understandings and value system rest" (Marsh & Willis, 2007, p. 70). In this study, I 
am using the term approach to curriculum development, referring to a very broad 
generalised depiction to the way curricula are developed. The term processes will address 
the specific strategies used to develop curriculum.  
A review of the literature suggests four main approaches to curriculum development: 
the academic or discipline-based approach; the social efficiency approach; the experiential 
or learner-centred approach, and the critical approach. Each reflects the different ways of 
thinking about how knowledge is viewed and learnt, and the purposes of curricula. Each, 
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also, indicates the ways content is selected and organised, and the roles of teachers and 
those of learners. Thus, a certain approach shows a particular perspective on education. 
1.1.2 Varied Understandings of Curriculum and Curriculum Development 
As presented above, an approach to curriculum development consists of understandings of 
curriculum and the process of curriculum development. In this section, I briefly address 
perceptions of curriculum and curriculum development that relate to this study. The long 
history and varied meanings of curriculum signal the complexity embedded in this term.  
Curriculum has Latin roots, and is derived from currere meaning a course, racing 
chariot to run (Oxford Dictionary, 2012), to run or to run the course (Wiles & Bondi, 
2007, p. 2). Armstrong (2007) interpreted the Latin word as "a lap around a race track" (p. 
16), while Marsh (2008) explained it as a racecourse. Marsh also used a metaphor to 
describe the school curriculum as a race to be run, a series of obstacles or hurdles 
(subjects) to be passed. The term dates back to the fourth century BC in the philosophies of 
Plato and Aristotle, and was used to describe subjects taught during the classical period in 
Greek civilization (Marsh, 2008).  
Meanings associated with curriculum in Vietnamese hold different understandings. 
In Vietnamese, curriculum is translated as chương trình. The online Vietnamese dictionary 
explains that the word chương trình (curriculum) can be divided into two words, each with 
their own meaning. Accordingly, chương means a part or a chapter of a book, and trình 
means journey or pathway [chương: từng phần, chương; trình: đường đi] (Vdict, 
Vietnamese online dictionary). As such, in the Vietnamese language, curriculum can be 
literally interpreted as a pathway or journey to a part or a chapter of a book (Vdict, 
Vietnamese online dictionary) in the context of a subject and a course. Another dictionary 
notes curriculum as all the learning and teaching content officially approved for each unit/-
subject, each class, or grade which is presented in brief [chương trình: toàn bộ nội dung 
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học tập, giảng dạy được quy định chính thức cho từng môn, từng lớp hoặc từng cấp học, 
bậc học, nêu vắn tắt] (Tratu, online dictionary). 
Theories related to curriculum in the twenty-first century are "highly contested and in 
a state of flux" (Marsh, 2004, p. 199), reflecting different viewpoints, and relationships 
between schools and society (Breault & Marshall, 2010). Understandings of curriculum 
have varied a great deal from curriculum study as a science, where curriculum is 
understood as "the entire range of experience" (Bobbitt, 1918, p. 43), through to a 
"postscript for the next generation" (Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, & Taubman, 1995, p. 847), 
where curriculum is viewed from a critical theorist perspective. A synthesis of various 
perspectives and definitions by Smith (2000) established four main ways of understanding 
curriculum: curriculum as a syllabus to be transmitted, curriculum as a product, curriculum 
as a process, and curriculum as praxis. 
Three models of curriculum development are specified in recent literature. These are 
the product model, the process model, and the logical model. The product model is based 
on the notion of behaviourist theory (McKernan, 2008). In this model, learning experiences 
are selected and organised in a particular sequence to achieve pre-specified objectives. 
Moreover, those objectives are used to evaluate student learning achievements. The 
process model of curriculum development, emphasises the interaction of teachers, students 
and knowledge, and what actually takes place in the classroom (Smith, 2000). The logical 
model (Cowan, George, & Pinheiro-Torres, 2004) adopts Biggs' concept of alignment 
(Biggs, 2002, 2006). The logical model was developed in response to the challenges that 
higher education institutions face, and aims to align the three relevant aspects of 
institutional change: staff, curriculum and institutional development. 
Based on an empirical study in the higher education context, Fraser and Bosanquet 
(2006) proposed three main ways of understanding curriculum: (a) curriculum as a 
5 
 
product; (b) curriculum as a process and structure; and (c) curriculum as an dynamic and 
interactive process. Marsh and Willis (2007) divided curriculum into three dimensions: (a) 
the planned curriculum (b) the enacted curriculum and (c) the experienced curriculum, 
sometimes called lived curriculum.  
In relation to language teaching, curriculum development reflects varied 
understandings of curriculum and models of curriculum development. Curriculum 
development in language teaching starts with a syllabus design which specifies "the 
content of a course of instructions and lists what will be taught and tested" (Richards, 
2001, p. 2). The ends-means model introduced by Nicholls and Nicholls (1972) considers 
the language skills learners need as the starting point. Richards (2001) introduced a more 
comprehensive definition of language curriculum development compared with the syllabus 
design, with different processes focused more on learners, he stated:  
Curriculum development refers to the range of planning and implementation 
processes involved in developing or renewing a curriculum. These processes focus 
on needs analysis, situational analysis, planning learning outcomes, course 
organization, selecting and preparing teaching materials, providing for effective 
teaching, and evaluation. (p. 41) 
Approaches to curriculum development in Vietnamese higher education have been 
largely unexplored. Thus, this study adds to the limited knowledge in Vietnam by 
investigating the approaches to curriculum development adopted at the University. 
1.2 BACKGROUND 
The study was conducted at the University, and focuses on the development of higher 
education (HE) curriculum at the University. This section, therefore, provides insight into 
how the Vietnamese higher education system was formed and developed. It highlights the 
major impact of colonialism from China, France, the USA, and the Soviet Union. It also 
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reviews the history of higher education curriculum in Vietnam, and clarifies the reasons for 
doing this research. Also, some personal background of the researcher is shared to give a 
full interpretation. 
1.2.1 Historical Features 
The Vietnamese higher education system was developed in different stages under several 
foreign influences. Feudalism and Chinese domination lasted for more than 1,000 years 
from 111BC to 1858. The Chinese philosophies of Confucianism and Buddhism had a 
significant impact during that period on education (Doan, 2005; Ellis, 1995). Education 
was organised in a top-down mechanism, in which senior teachers played a decisive role in 
choosing what to teach and how to teach. As part of this, students were required to rely 
upon memory to respond to specific items in examinations. In 1076, the first higher 
education institution was formed in Vietnam using similar ways of teaching, learning and 
assessment as those in China (Fry, 2009). 
French colonialism lasted for nearly 100 years, from 1858 to 1954. Education was 
reformed dramatically, due to the policies of assimilation and direct rule, (Doan, 2005; Ellis, 
1995; Wright, 2001). Classes were taught in either French or Quoc Ngu, the Vietnamese 
Romanised language. The curriculum mirrored exactly that of the "mother country", France 
(Wright, 2001, p. 231). Education was elitist and was strongly centralised. Strict guidelines 
controlled what to teach and how to teach it (Cooper, 2004). 
From 1954 to 1975, American influences significantly affected the Vietnamese 
educational system. This impetus was to make education more egalitarian (Fry, 2009). 
Vocational education was strongly developed, and higher education was both academic 
and practical (World Bank, 2006). Meanwhile, the impact of the former Soviet Union 
(USSR) (in the 1950s) was to impose highly-centralised education management (Johnson, 
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2008). Communist ideology, and political and moral subjects were often integrated into the 
higher education curriculum (World Bank, 2006).  
As well as these foreign influences, the post-colonial Doi Moi policy was a 
remarkable milestone for Vietnamese education. The Doi Moi policy, which means making 
a change, began in 1986 causing dramatic reforms in education especially the higher 
education system (Doan, 2005). Under the Doi Moi policy institutional autonomy, 
including freedom of curriculum development, was ratified (World Bank, 2006).  
As a consequence, higher education in Vietnam was shaped and reshaped under the 
various influences of China, France, the USSR and the USA. A typical ongoing 
characteristic of the system is that it is highly centralised and controlled mainly by the 
Ministry of Education and Training (MoET). Higher education curriculum development 
has been, therefore, strictly controlled within prescribed frameworks. Under current 
educational reforms institutional autonomy, including curriculum development, is called 
for. This study aims to examine how senior administrators, EFL teaching staff and EFL 
students understand curriculum at the University.  
1.2.2 Higher Education in Vietnam 
The higher education system is characterised by state control. The Ministry of Education 
and Training controls a range of areas from academic affairs to financial matters. For 
example, quotas for access to higher education, the annual entrance examination to 
university, the maximum level of tuition fees that higher education institutions may charge, 
and curriculum frameworks for different disciplines (Fry, 2009; Hayden & Lam, 2010). 
These controls are typical of educational management in socialist countries (Dao & 
Hayden, 2010; Hayden & Lam, 2010). 
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In that situation, decentralisation is considered as a solution to encourage innovation 
processes and management of higher education in Vietnam (Dao & Hayden, 2010; Hayden 
& Lam, 2007; Hayden & Lam, 2010). Autonomy is an important aspect of a decentralised 
system. Although the right to autonomy for higher education institutions has been ratified 
by the government, the practice of self-governance is a complicated matter (Hayden & 
Lam, 2010). A matter of public concern is the interpretation of just what institutional 
autonomy is.  
Institutional autonomy should enable institutions to decide on both their own 
academic goals and programs, and how they should make use of their resources (Berdahl, 
1990). Legislated autonomy should mean that universities and colleges can make their own 
decisions on their curriculum, research plans, facilities, recruitment of staff, and finances 
and resources (Dao & Hayden, 2010). However, in practice the autonomy of HE 
institutions in Vietnam is limited. This is seen particularly in curriculum development.  
1.2.3 Higher Education Curriculum Development in Vietnam 
In practice, the Ministry of Education and Training (MoET) is not only responsible for 
managing Vietnam's system of education and training, but also for developing curriculum 
and producing materials (Hoat, Viet, Van Der Wilt, Broerse, Ruitenberg, & Wright, 2009). 
All courses
2
 and course structures delivered by HE institutions have to follow the 
curriculum frameworks prescribed by MoET (Dao & Hayden, 2010). These frameworks 
are prescribed for all programs of study across the system. Educational institutions, 
including the University, have very little control over what they wish to offer to their 
students. 
                                                 
 
2
 A course is termed the same as a program consisting of a sequence of different units or subjects. 
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In terms of designing the frameworks, MoET is responsible for choosing committees 
for the development of curricula in different disciplines. These committees consist of 
scholars and experts in the relevant fields. Each curricular framework necessarily 
comprises objectives, the knowledge required, the duration, and the portion of different 
subjects in a course. Higher education institutions then develop a detailed version based on 
these frameworks, their own missions, and their competence (Hayden & Lam, 2010) (as 
presented in Figure 1.1). By prescribing the same frameworks, MoET aims to ensure 
consistency in the training
3
 quality in different institutions of the same degree programmes 
(Tran, Nguyen, & Nguyen, 2011). 
 
Figure 1.1. The procedures of developing higher education curriculum in Vietnam 
 
There are a number of problems regarding the procedures of developing curriculum 
in Vietnam. A major problem comes from the prescribed frameworks. The frameworks, 
designed by groups of committees, can sketch useful guidelines, such as what to teach, and 
how to teach for each discipline. However, they can create constraints for institutions as 
well. Tran et al. (2011) undertook a critical analysis of the standard of quality for higher 
                                                 
 
3
 "Training" is officially used in Vietnamese legal document to refer to "educating" in higher education 
institutions 
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education institutions in Vietnam and argued that it is too ambitious and illogical to 
produce identical teaching and learning outcomes due to different institutional missions 
and goals. Meanwhile, Hayden and Lam (2010) assert that the frameworks can hinder the 
universities from creating their own programmes, and exclude the staff from participating 
in the process. Moreover, the prescribed frameworks are thought to overload both 
academic staff and students because these recommended outlines may create pressure for 
students and staff in an effort to cover the syllabus (Hayden & Lam, 2010). To address 
these issues, this study investigates the constraints teachers at the University may have, and 
difficulties they may face when developing curriculum from prescribed frameworks. 
At the institutional level, each university or college can employ a different approach 
to curriculum development depending on their missions, goals and staff competence 
(Hayden & Lam, 2007; Hayden & Lam, 2010; Tran et al., 2011). Thus, the approach 
adopted can lead to different outcomes, and reflect different perspectives on learning, 
teaching, view of knowledge and ways of assessment (Toohey, 1999). Ascertaining the 
approaches being used can help to identify the strengths and weakness, and 
facilitate effective curriculum development in the University. Hence, this study focuses on 
the approaches adopted at the University. 
Higher education staff in the Vietnamese context lack knowledge to undertake 
curriculum development. In a report about the limitations of higher education, MoET 
identified a problem with unqualified staff in curriculum development (Tran et al., 2011). 
Staff capability is also a concern when institutional autonomy is realised, and universities 
and colleges are responsible for their own curricula (Hayden & Lam, 2007). From my own 
experience as an academic, few teachers are trained to be curriculum designers, and 
different teachers, involved in curriculum design show different perspectives on 
curriculum development. Great differences in perspective among academics who teach the 
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same programme are also found internationally (Toohey, 1999). For this reason, Toohey 
argues for an agreement among academic staff in designing courses. A shared 
understanding and common language are crucial to shape the University curriculum 
development process (Fraser, 2006; Fraser & Bosanquet, 2006). Thus, it is essential in this 
study to include staff understandings of curriculum and curriculum development as part of 
the investigation of curriculum development at the University. 
The top down approach to higher education curriculum development in Vietnam (see 
Figure 1.1) necessarily means students are not involved. Theorists have argued that 
students’ prior knowledge, interests and ways of learning, should be taken into 
consideration in curriculum development (Biggs, 1999a, 1999b; Knight, 2001; Weintein & 
Fantini, 1970). Therefore, this study will investigate how EFL students at the University 
understand curriculum. The study aims to specify what aspects of curriculum development 
need consideration given the curriculum understandings of contemporary students. 
1.2.4 From My Own Experience 
I have been working as a teacher and a curriculum developer of a range of EFL units/ 
subjects
4
 in the University since 1995. Since MoET directly controls the University, all the 
courses are designed from the prescribed frameworks. EFL courses at the University are 
discipline-based. Each course consists of some compulsory units/subjects as core units, and 
some optional units/subjects as electives. I was responsible for developing detailed unit 
outlines for different units/subjects. Each outline consisted of the duration of the unit, 
objectives, content, methods of teaching, assessment, and suggested materials for 
references. The detailed outline extended to different teaching plans comprising specific 
objectives, steps of delivering the materials, activities, and tasks for students. The plans 
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 A 'Unit' is the term to denote a 'Subject'. 
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were based on my experience and my beliefs about what I thought would be the best for 
my students to achieve the learning goals.  
Things went smoothly until I started my Master of Learning Innovation course in 
2006. I studied a unit addressing higher education curriculum design, assessment and 
evaluation. In this unit, I learnt a holistic view of what curriculum is, and different 
approaches to curriculum development from a Western perspective. My prior experiences 
contradicted the knowledge I obtained from the unit. I realised that the background of 
higher education curriculum development in Vietnam, with its centralised management and 
prescribed frameworks could cause certain problems in curriculum development. I was 
inspired to investigate approaches to curriculum development and the understandings of 
staff and students about curriculum at the University. This study is obviously beneficial for 
me as a researcher, a lecturer, and a curriculum developer at the University. 
1.3 RATIONALE 
This section presents the issues and recent changes in relation to curriculum development 
in Vietnamese context, the aims of this research, and research questions.  
1.3.1 Issues and recent changes 
Vietnamese higher education is currently facing difficulties and challenges (Fry, 2009; 
Hayden & Lam, 2010; MoET, 2009). Two main concerns have been identified. First, 
according to Ashwill and Diep (2011), Vietnamese higher education institutions have 
failed to meet the learners' demands, for example, for job preparation, and to prepare them 
for later life. Second, there are a number of constraints in the process of curriculum 
development approved by the MoET (Dao & Hayden, 2010; Fry, 2009; Hayden & Lam, 
2007; Hayden & Lam, 2010).  
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Vietnam higher education has undergone significant reforms. A resolution on 
modernising the HE system was approved in 2005, under the light of the Higher Education 
Reform Agenda (HERA)
5
 - vision to 2020 (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005a). This 
resolution is considered a break-through in the higher education innovation process 
(Hayden & Lam, 2007). Most recently, the Higher Education Law 2012 was approved to 
regulate and formalise the operation of HE institutions. Curriculum and curriculum 
development have entered a new era since then. 
1.3.2 Aims 
Using the University as the case study, this research aims to  
 examine approaches to the development of higher education curriculum,  
  document current strengths and challenges of curriculum development at the 
University,  
 develop an evidence-based theoretical model to inform curriculum development in 
the Vietnamese context, and  
 propose recommendations for future innovation. 
1.3.3 Research Questions 
Central question:  
What are the approaches to curriculum development at the University? 
Sub-questions  
1. What are the understandings held by senior administrators, EFL academics and EFL 
students at the University about curriculum? 
                                                 
 
5
 See Higher Education Reform Agenda (Resolution 14/2005/NQ-CP) dated 2 November 2005 
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2. What are the understandings held by senior administrators and EFL academics at the 
University about curriculum development? 
3. What are the processes of curriculum development at the University? 
4. What issues have the staff at the University encountered when developing curriculum? 
1.4 RESEARCH DESIGN 
This research uses a qualitative case study design (Yin, 2009). Multiple sources of data 
were collected. For example, in-depth interviews were used for administrative and EFL 
teaching staff, and focus group interviews were conducted with EFL students. Policy and 
curriculum documents were a secondary source of data.  
The interview and focus group data were analysed and categorised into themes using 
thematic analysis (Butler-Kisber, 2010; Creswell, 2005; Yin, 2009). The findings were 
examined under the Vietnamese cultural lens and compared and contrasted with literature 
on curriculum from the West. Chapter 4 explains how this analysis was conducted. The 
findings have been used to develop a model for curriculum development suited to 
Vietnamese higher education, and to suggest some implications and recommendations to 
approaches to curriculum development at the University and in the Vietnamese context. 
1.5 SIGNIFICANCE 
Curriculum development plays a significant role in the innovation process of higher 
education. The Doi Moi policy in the late 1980s marked a reform in Vietnamese education. 
Changes, however, have never been easy and the educational system is still facing many 
difficulties on the journey of innovation (Dao & Hayden, 2010; Fry, 2009; Hayden & Lam, 
2007; Hayden & Lam, 2010). The government showed determination for change with the 
introduction of new legislation such as, decisions and decrees especially the Education 
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Law 2005 and the Higher Education Law 2012. Higher education has experienced many 
positive changes as a result; however, reform is still in progress. Curriculum and 
curriculum development are important factors in such innovation because it is commonly 
agreed that the curriculum is the very foundation of any education system (Kelly, 1989). 
A review of literature indicates there is little discourse amongst academics in 
Vietnam. Consequently, it is difficult to engage in critical conversations or dialogue about 
curricula in high education neither within the country nor in exchange with the outside 
world. The establishment of a common language in the topic is crucial for shaping 
curricula in higher education (Fraser, 2006; Fraser & Bosanquet, 2006). This study 
addresses this gap. Also, based on the stakeholders'' understandings of curriculum and 
curriculum development process, this research introduces a model for curriculum 
development accommodating the Vietnamese contextual factors and cultural 
characteristics. This study also identifies the dilemma the University is facing in relation to 
curriculum development, and proposes some implications and recommendations for 
curriculum development practices in the Vietnamese context.   
1.6 THESIS OUTLINE 
Chapter One has provided an outline of the proposed thesis as well as detailing the 
research questions. It has briefly outlined the significance of the study for curriculum 
development at the University, and for filling a gap in literature related to higher education 
curriculum development in the Vietnamese context. These will be discussed in more detail 
in following chapters.  
Chapter Two provides an overview of the literature. First, varied curriculum theories 
are presented, and four major approaches to curriculum development are identified. 
Second, understandings of curriculum and curriculum development models are discussed. 
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Lastly, empirical research and contemporary conversations about higher education 
curriculum are addressed.  
A conceptual framework is presented in Chapter 2. The framework comprises the 
curriculum theorizing and major approaches to curriculum development. Prevailing 
approaches to curriculum development are composed of varied understandings of 
curriculum and different processes of curriculum development. All of these concepts are 
combined with Vietnamese agendas to form a framework with which the data are 
compared and evaluated. 
In Chapter Three, the context of higher education in Vietnam is described from 
different aspects and influential factors. The study considers how the tradition of more than 
1,000 years of learning and the rich Oriental culture of Buddhism and Confucianism has 
affected higher education and its curriculum. The most important factor, however, lies in 
the politics and the management of the educational system. With the Doi Moi policy, 
Vietnam has brought about a great deal of change to its education. Nevertheless, the reform 
in HE is viewed as initial steps (Hayden & Lam, 2010)  
Chapter Four presents the research design of the study. The methodology is a single 
qualitative case study (Yin, 2009). The chapter discusses the data collection tools such as 
one-to-one interviews, focus group interviews, and thematic analysis of the data.  
Chapters Five and Chapter Six present the findings of the study. Chapter Seven 
contains discussion, interpretation and evaluation of the findings with reference to the 
literature. Chapter Eight presents a model for curriculum development suitable for the 
Vietnamese context. Chapter Nine concludes the whole study, makes some practical 
implications and provides recommendations. 
The logic of this thesis is outlined in Figure 1.2 
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Figure 1.2. Concept map outlining the thesis 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
We believe that our curriculum should be revised, but we do not know where or how 
to begin. Our susceptibility to educational fads has become notorious. 
(Bode, 1927, p. 232) 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to explore the diversity of theories relating to curricula and 
curriculum development. The chapter is divided into five parts (as shown in Figure 2.1). 
The first part reviews different schools of curriculum theory including a comparison of 
curriculum theories, curriculum understandings, dimensions of curriculum, and the models 
of curriculum development. The second part is an overview of approaches to curriculum 
development. The third part scrutinises understandings of higher education curriculum in 
terms of the definitions and delineations. The fourth part discusses the processes of 
curriculum development in language teaching. The chapter concludes with presentation of a 
conceptual framework based on an analysis of the literature. This conceptual framework 
addresses the research questions and ultimately supports recommendations for revision of 
higher education curricula in ways that are evidence based and not subject to influence by 
educational fads as cautioned by Bode (1927). 
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Figure 2.1. The chart outlining the structure of the literature review 
2.2 SCHOOL CURRICULUM THEORIES 
The research literature on curriculum development in higher education is not extensive. 
However, some insights can be gleamed from studies of curriculum development in the 
school sector. In this section I explore the theories and propositions contributed by studies 
at that level. 
2.2.1 Curriculum Theories and Their Propositions 
This section identifies the range of theories that have emerged to explain curricula. Most 
curriculum theorisation has been based on the role or perspectives of curriculum that have 
emerged out of studies of school teaching rather than higher education where there are 
fewer studies. The ways people have understood and theorised curriculum have altered 
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over time, contributing to the term having a range of meanings (Smith, 2000). The variety 
of curriculum understandings reflect contradictory perceptions, intricate philosophies, and 
diverse foci (Breault & Marshall, 2010). For example, a curriculum theory has been 
considered as "a set of related statements, or propositions, that give meaning to the 
phenomena related to the concept of a curriculum, its development, its use and its 
evaluation" (Beauchamp, 1982, p. 24). In this sense, curriculum development is concerned 
with planning and its use is with implementing process (Beauchamp, 1982). A curriculum 
theory is supposed to show, therefore, the process of curriculum development, the purposes 
of curriculum, and curriculum enactment (McCutcheon, 1982). 
When analysing a curriculum, curriculum theorists focus on different features. 
Posner (2004), for example, examines the following features of a curriculum: 1) 
understandings of curriculum including the perspectives the curriculum represents, the 
assumptions about the world, society and morality, the value system, and the nature of 
knowledge; 2) the process of curriculum development, including participants' roles; and 3) 
the purposes of curriculum. These features of analysing a curriculum are consistent with 
the key propositions above, and will be used to compare curriculum theories over time. 
The three features, phrased as questions, will be used to analyse the approaches to 
curriculum development including understandings of curriculum and curriculum 
development process. The questions are:  
1. What are the underlying assumptions?  
2. What is the nature of knowledge? 
3. How is a curriculum developed? 
4. Who are the participants and what are their roles? 
5. What are the purposes of the curriculum?  
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These features reflect the beliefs and philosophies on education that dominate at a 
particular time and place. The curriculum is a means of transmitting certain values and 
priorities held by vested interests, hence there are issues of power, control, and ideologies 
inherent in curriculum and curriculum development. Apple (2004), for example, highlights 
the imbalance of culture and knowledge among particular groups. Specifically, for more 
dominant and powerful groups, their knowledge is more widespread, while social and 
cultural knowledge of other groups is ignored or excluded. Thus, he argues for the 
necessity of specifying the link between education and socially-critical knowledge which is 
a foundation for a critical curriculum: 
a truly critical study of education needs to deal with more than the technical issues 
of how we teach efficiently and effectively - too often the dominant or only 
questions educators ask. It must think critically about education's relationship to 
economic, political, and cultural power. (Apple, 2004, p. vii) 
While this thesis does not take a socio-cultural theoretical approach, it does recognise 
that there is nothing neutral about education, nor curricula. As will be seen in Chapter 
three, the Vietnamese context is examined in relation to historical, political and cultural 
influences on curriculum and curriculum development.  
2.2.2 Curriculum Theories Reviewed 
This section highlights the dominant theorists and their curriculum theories which have been 
evolving over time. Selected curriculum theories are now reviewed and compared to specify the 
major points and concepts that different curriculum theorists made about curriculum, namely the 
concepts of a curriculum, its development, its use and its evaluation
6
. A chronological 
description of the dominant theorists and their major contribution is summarised in Table 2.1. 
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 Evaluation and assessment are used differently in this study. Evaluation refers to evaluation of the 
curriculum, while assessment refers to assessment of students’ learning. 
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Table 2.1 Major Contributions Made by Different Theorists 
 
THEORISTS THEORIES PROPOSITIONS 
(related to the concept of a curriculum, its development, its use and its 
evaluation) 
 
Bobbitt 
(1918) 
 
Curriculum as 
a science 
 
- the entire range of experiences, the series of consciously directed 
training experiences that the school uses for completing and perfecting 
the unfoldment 
- a scientific and theoretical procedure: starting with careful study of life 
to identify necessary skills and forms of knowledge, then organising 
these skills and forms of knowledge into specific units, and designing 
these units into deliberate experience 
- evaluation is based on the objectives which are the abilities, habits, 
appreciations, and forms of knowledge that people need  
 
 
Tyler (1949) 
 
Behavioural 
 
- four-step process: stating objectives, selecting learning experiences, 
organising learning experiences, evaluating the objectives 
- behavioural objectives, time on task, sequential learning, direct 
instruction, achievement testing, mastery in skills and content, and 
teacher accountability are essential concepts  
- linear procedure in a top-down approach 
- evaluation: how well do students attain the specified objectives 
 
 
 
Taba (1962) 
 
Instructional 
Strategies 
 
- a further elaboration of Tyler's model, curricula are composed of 
certain elements 
- begin with the planning of teaching - learning units curriculum 
emerges from the instructional strategies  
- five mutually interactive elements: objectives, content, learning 
experiences, teaching strategies, and evaluative measures 
- teachers have an active role in the procedure for creating curricula 
- evaluation: what objectives are accomplished 
 
Weintein and 
Fantini 
(1970) 
Humanistic - start with learners: common characteristics and interests; concerns; 
through diagnosis, teacher selects themes and topics accordingly 
- content vehicles: learners' life experiences, attitudes and feelings, and 
social context 
- learning skills: learning how to learn; teaching procedures: match the 
learning styles; outcomes including cognitive and affective objectives 
- teaching procedures match learning styles 
- teachers evaluate the outcomes of the curriculum: cognitive and 
affective objectives 
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THEORISTS 
 
THEORIES 
PROPOSITIONS 
(related to the concept of a curriculum, its development, its use and its 
evaluation) 
Walker 
(1971) 
 
Naturalistic - consists of three elements: the curriculum's platform, design, and the 
deliberation associated with it 
- the output of curriculum development process is not a collection of 
objects, not a list of objectives, not a set of learning experiences, but a 
set of design decisions 
- evaluation is a useful tool for justifying design decisions 
 
Stenhouse 
(1975) 
Process - curriculum is not a physical thing but the interaction of teachers, 
students, and knowledge 
- curriculum is what happens in the classroom 
- content and means are developed as teachers and students work 
together 
- evaluate the progress of both teachers and students, and give feedback 
for justification 
 
Beauchamp 
(1981) 
Managerial - follow Tyler's procedures 
- two elements added: a set of rules designating how the curriculum is to 
be used; an evaluation scheme 
- a written plan depicting the scope and arrangement of the projected 
educational program for a school 
- rules are added on how the curriculum is to be used and how it is to be 
modified based on experience in using the curriculum 
- evaluation provides feedback data for the products and the processes of 
the curriculum system 
 
Saylor, 
Alexander, 
and Lewis 
(1981) 
Administrative - curriculum plans in terms of the relations of ends and means, the 
attention to pertinent facts and data, and the flow of activities or 
procedures from beginning to end 
- goals and objectives influenced by different factors, followed by 
curriculum design, implementation, and evaluation 
- curriculum design involves decisions made by groups based on the 
collected data and identified goals and objectives; learning 
opportunities are provided 
- curriculum implementation involves decisions regarding instructions, 
that is how to select appropriate teaching strategies 
- curriculum evaluation involves the process of evaluating expected 
learning outcomes and the entire curriculum plan 
 
Grundy 
(1987) 
Praxis - curriculum is developed out of an active process consisting of 
planning, acting, and evaluating, all reciprocally related and integrated  
- strives to emancipate students from the ideological distortions that 
might disempower or bias their minds 
- enables individuals to become critically aware of how they perceive 
the world and their acting in it 
- shared idea of the common good and the goal of informed and 
committed action 
- evaluate continually the process  
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THEORISTS THEORIES 
PROPOSITIONS 
(related to the concept of a curriculum, its development, its use and its 
evaluation) 
 
Eisner (1979, 
1991) 
 
Systemic - 
Aesthetic 
 
- a systematic and dimensional view of curriculum that combines 
behavioural principles with aesthetic 
- five dimensions: intentional, structural, curriculum, pedagogical, and 
evaluative 
- the design of curriculum include attention to ideas that matter, skills 
that count, and the means through which students and programs 
interact 
- teaching is treated as an art which requires level of scrutiny, assistance, 
and support that any performing art deserves 
- evaluation is not only a way of scoring students but a way to find out 
how well teachers and students are doing in order to improve what is 
being done 
 
Posner 
(2004) 
 - Scope and sequence; Syllabus; Content outline; Standards; Textbooks; 
Course of study; Planned experiences 
- Curriculum organisation derived from a structure-of-the-disciplines, a 
behavioural, and an experiential perspective on education, curriculum 
is developed in three patterns: the 'top-down', the 'bottom-up', and the 
'project' approaches 
- Curriculum evaluation plays both formative and summative roles. 
Formative evaluation occurs during the ongoing curriculum 
development process, summative evaluation enables administrators to 
decide if a curriculum is good enough to warrant institutional support 
 
 
In comparing and contrasting the propositions (as presented in Table 2.1), there are 
similarities and differences among the concepts of curriculum, its development, its uses, 
and evaluation. Regarding the concepts of curriculum, curriculum is understood as,  
  a physical thing which can be learners' whole learning experiences to prepare 
them for life (Bobbitt, 1918),  
  different elements such as objectives, content, learning experiences, teaching 
strategies, and evaluative measures (Taba, 1962), 
  a written plan describing the range and arrangement of school programs 
(Beauchamp, 1981).  
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These concepts of curriculum are closely related to Tyler's (1949) behavioural 
objectives, which was considered one of the key theories of product-oriented curriculum. 
Meanwhile, Stenhouse (1975) considered curriculum as what is happening in the 
classroom, emphasising the interaction between teachers and students. In addition, 
curriculum is perceived as a content vehicle which starts with learners, and conveys 
learners' life experiences, attitudes, feelings, and their social context (Weintein & Fantini, 
1970). In this sense, curriculum prepares students to learn effectively to achieve cognitive 
and affective objectives. Furthermore, curriculum can be perceived as praxis (Grundy, 
1987), which is an active and critical process, and finally, as a systematic-aesthetic 
perception where Eisner (1979, 1991) combined behaviourist principles with an aesthetic 
perspective. Curriculum understandings are discussed further and categorised in detail in 
Section 2.3.3. 
Curriculum development (as presented in Table 2.1) is accomplished in various 
ways. For some theorists, curriculum is developed through a linear procedure in which one 
specific step takes place after another. For instance, in Bobbitt's (1918) scientific and 
theoretical procedure, life experiences are carefully examined, and organised into forms of 
knowledge, then transferred to learners as specified goals of knowledge and skills. 
Similarly, Tyler (1949) proposes a four-step process of developing a curriculum consisting 
of identifying objectives, selecting and organising learning activities and assessing how 
objectives are achieved. For Stenhouse (1975), curriculum is developed through 
interactions among teacher and students in the classroom context. Both Walker (1971) and 
Saylor et al. (1981) refer to making decisions relating to different stages of curriculum 
development such as curriculum design, implementation and evaluation. Curriculum 
development is discussed further in Section 2.3.5. 
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Table 2.1 also shows that curriculum evaluation is consistent with the concepts of 
curriculum and its development. For those curriculum theories which are based on 
objectives and developed in a linear process such as the work of Bobbitt (1918), Tyler 
(1949), Taba (1962), and Beauchamp (1981), curriculum evaluation takes place at the end 
of the process to examine how well the specified objectives are achieved. Other curriculum 
theorists, who stress the learning interaction and decision making in curriculum 
development such as Stenhouse (1975), Walker (1971), Grundy (1987), and Saylor et al. 
(1981), recommend evaluating curriculum at different stages to give prompt feedback for 
justification, and for just decisions. Both Stenhouse (1975) and Eisner (1979, 1991) use 
assessment of student learning as measures to check students' achievement, and how well 
teachers perform their tasks. Employing a learner-centred manner, Weitein and Faniti 
(1970) suggest teachers evaluate curriculum outcomes based on the cognitive and affective 
objectives students achieve.  
Different from the theorists presented, Posner (2004) offers a synthesised 
understanding of curriculum, encompassing various concepts above, including scope and 
sequence, syllabus, content outline, standards, textbooks, courses of study, and planned 
experiences. He also mentions the formative and summative roles of curriculum evaluation 
which occur during the process of curriculum development and at the end of the process 
respectively.  
In order to decide what a curriculum should be, we need to decide what it currently 
is, and compare that with the desired outcomes, design, conduct, and the way we evaluate 
it (Lindquist, 1978). This decision making process is also called curriculum development 
which requires "not simply what the curriculum is, but what constitutes the work of those 
people who are primarily identified with the curriculum field" (Kliebard, 1989, p. 1). The 
focal point of this study is the analysis of approaches to curriculum development. 
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Accordingly, the next section analyses and elaborates the term approaches to curriculum 
development in detail.  
2.3 APPROACHES TO CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT  
This section firstly defines what an approach to curriculum development is, and then 
identifies different approaches to curriculum development by comparing the work of 
several curriculum theorists. The five questions in the previous section are used to 
distinguish one approach to another. Based on these approaches, understandings of 
curriculum, dimensions of curriculum, and curriculum development are discussed further.  
2.3.1 What Is an Approach to Curriculum Development? 
This section examines and compares various ways of defining approaches to curriculum 
development. An approach is commonly known as a way of doing something. However, 
the term approach to curriculum has been used in a range of ways. Approaches to 
curriculum are sometimes used as "the orientations that emerge from diverse alternative 
prescriptions for the content, goals, and organization of the curriculum" (Eisner & 
Vallance, 1974, p. 2). This term can also be interpreted as "those choices (of curriculum) 
made according to the predominant values in academic community" (Toohey, 1999, p. 48). 
An approach to curriculum can also refer to “a set of beliefs, whether explicit or implicit, 
about curriculum and curriculum work, including underlying assumptions” (Marsh & Willis, 
2007, p. 70).  
In this study, I am using the term approach to curriculum development. This term is 
analogous to the interpretations mentioned above but for the purpose of this study it provides 
a clearer explanation of the phenomenon. A logical approach to curriculum development, 
therefore, can be described as in Figure 2.2 adapted from Marsh and Willis (2007). 
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Figure 2.2. A logical approach to curriculum development 
 
As shown in Figure 2.2, an approach to curriculum development consists of both 
curriculum understanding and the curriculum development process. The term curriculum 
understanding can either be the way of defining a curriculum or the description of a 
curriculum design. The way of understanding curriculum and the process of curriculum 
development in each approach can be distinguished based on the basic underlying 
assumptions and the value system used to justify specific decisions. Assumptions about the 
world, society, ways of learning and educational theories lead to diverse interpretations of 
the term curriculum. These assumptions are also responsible for forming a value system on 
which the different roles of participants take in the process of curriculum development are 
specified, for instance, the students' engagement in the process. 
Along with the various curriculum understandings and processes of curriculum 
development, there are a number of curriculum development models. Curriculum 
development models are considered as "generic descriptions of curricula used to identify 
the basic considerations involved in curriculum decisions" (Marsh & Willis, 2007, p. 376). 
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Consequently, these models form the basis for the ways that curriculum developers plan, 
implement and evaluate the curriculum.  
To distinguish one approach from another, different curriculum classification 
schemes have been devised using analytical questions and characteristics. For example, 
Eisner and Vallance (1974) interrogate the goals and assumptions within each curriculum 
by answering questions about curriculum “What can and should be taught to whom, when, 
and how” (p. 2). Marsh and Willis (2007) stress the importance of the basic assumptions as 
a base for curriculum understanding and value systems. On the other hand, Schiro (2013) 
uses schooling purposes and ways to achieve those particular purposes as categories to 
clarify different curriculum ideologies. Toohey (1999) examines the values and beliefs 
underpinning course design in higher education context, based on the following 
characteristics: 
 the view of knowledge;  
 the process of learning; 
 the roles of teachers and students;  
 the learning goals and how they are expressed;  
 how content is chosen and organised;  
 what purpose assessment serves and what methods are used; and  
 what kinds of resources and infrastructure are needed (pp. 48-49). 
 The following section compares different curriculum classification schemes used by 
many curriculum theorists. The commonalities identified in this comparison are employed 
as new categories in this thesis for recognising approaches to curriculum development.  
2.3.2 Approaches to Curriculum Development  
Theorists categorise curriculum in different ways, using different labels from orientations, 
conceptions, designs, approaches, and ideologies. Table 2.2 shows the similarities of 
curriculum categorisation schemes among different curriculum theorists. Prominent 
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amongst these authors, Toohey's (1999) approaches were formed based on the examination 
of different course designs in higher education context, while others' work comes from 
school-based curriculum. Referring to the key features for analysing curriculum, (presented 
in Section 2.2.1); responding to the following questions specifies the commonalities among 
the theories: 
1. What are the underlying assumptions?  
2. What is the nature of knowledge? 
3. How is a curriculum developed? 
4. Who are the participants and what are their roles?  
5. What are the purposes of the curriculum?  
From the comparison, four approaches to curriculum development are identified: the 
academic or discipline-based; the social efficiency, the experiential or learner-centred, and 
the critical approach. Each reflects the different ways of thinking about how knowledge is 
viewed and learnt, the ways content is selected and organised, and the purposes of higher 
education curricula. Therefore, a certain approach shows particular perspectives on 
education (as summarised in Table 2.3). 
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Table 2.2 Comparison of Curriculum Classification Schemes  
Approaches  Eisner and 
Vallance 
(1974) 
Orientations 
McNeil (1977) 
Designs 
Schubert 
(1986) 
Designs 
Toohey 
(1999) 
Approaches 
Posner 
(2004) 
Perspectives 
Kliebard 
(2004) 
Groups  
Marsh & Willis 
(2008) 
Theorisers 
McKernan 
(2008) 
Ideologies 
Schiro (2013) 
Ideologies 
Academic or 
discipline- based 
Academic 
rationalism 
Academic Intellectual 
traditionalist 
Traditional 
or discipline-
based 
Traditional 
& structure 
of the 
disciplines 
Humanist Philosophical-
academic 
rational 
intellectual-
rationalist 
Theo-
religious 
Scholar 
academic 
Social efficiency Technology & 
cognitive 
processes 
Technological Social 
behaviourist 
Performance- 
or System-
based 
Behavioural Social 
efficiency 
Social 
efficiency 
Technical-
behavioural 
Practical-
deliberative 
Social 
efficiency 
Experiential or  
Learner-centred  
  Cognitive 
 
Experiential 
& 
constructivist 
Child 
study 
Social needs-
child-centred 
Social-
Romantic  
Learner 
centred 
 
 
Self 
actualisation 
Humanist  Experientalist Personal 
relevance/ 
Experiential 
 Personal-
caring 
Critical Social 
reconstruction-
ism 
Social 
reconstruction-
ist 
Critical 
Reconstruction-
ist 
Socially 
critical 
 Social-
meliorisrist 
Social needs-
reconstructionist 
Critical-
political  
Social 
reconstruction 
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As shown in Table 2.3, the underlying assumptions vary from one approach to 
another. The academic or discipline-based approach advocates a linear procedure in 
learning to meet pre-specified objectives. This approach is product-based in which students 
are required to master certain pre-determined knowledge of a particular discipline. Such 
knowledge or content seems to be less important in the social efficiency approach, which 
focuses more on preparing students for jobs. In this approach the purpose of learning is not 
to achieve certain objectives but to train learners to have necessary skills and knowledge to 
join outside society, and to perform well in their later jobs. The experiential or learner-
centred approach, on the other hand, aims to empower students to meet their individual 
needs and interests, while the critical approach develops students' critical consciousness of 
their own views and perceptions of the world. 
In terms of knowledge, the academic or discipline-based approach views knowledge 
as an independent reality to be mastered. The knowledge exists elsewhere, for example in 
books or other publications. However, knowledge emerges from interaction among 
students, the text, and teachers in the experiential or learner-centred approach. From a 
critical perspective knowledge is culturally, socially and politically conditioned (Toohey, 
1999). Similarly, Barnett, Parry, and Coate (2001) and Parker (2003) emphasise a shift in 
the view of knowledge construction as being personal to interpersonal, and stress 
communication in social context.  
Differences in these approaches can also be found in terms of teachers' and students' 
roles, and in the ways a curriculum is developed. The following sections discuss each 
approach in depth. 
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Table 2.3 Comparing the Approaches to Curriculum Development 
Questions Academic or discipline-based Social efficiency Experiential or learner-centred Critical 
1. What are the 
underlying 
assumptions?  
 
- followed structure of 
knowledge in the discipline 
- divided into units, structured 
in rational manner 
- not related to students interests 
or their learning ways 
- based on methods of applied 
science 
- education is a purposeful 
activity, and is competency-
based 
- goals are specified and 
evaluated against. 
- well-designed curriculum is 
seen as a quality control 
mechanism 
- meeting individual needs and 
interests 
- learning happens in context of 
interaction 
- learners help construct 
knowledge 
- learning is as interactive and 
adaptive element 
- institutions of society are 
created and moulded by social 
elites 
- education is political 
- is particularly influential in the 
humanities and social sciences, 
and have an impact on the 
applied science 
 
 
2. What is the nature 
of knowledge? 
 
- exists independently in book 
and published records 
- a strong learning toward 
abstract and theoretical 
knowledge, consisting of 
- knowledge and understanding 
is evidenced by individual's 
capabilities of doing or saying 
something 
- understanding is exemplified 
 - what is personally significant 
and useful 
- what their professions and 
disciplines require/ social needs 
- emerged through the process of 
- is historically, socially, 
politically and economically 
conditioned 
- not fixed, dependent on the 
interaction among students, 
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information, facts and concepts by actions 
- purpose of learning is for skills 
and behaviours. 
- there is no split between 
theoretical and applied 
knowledge 
interaction among students, and 
text 
- personally constructed  
- conceptual structures of experts 
are far richer and more useful 
than those of novices 
- habits of rigorous thinking and 
analysis need to be cultivated and 
developed. 
teachers, and text 
 - knowledge is created 
3. How is a curriculum 
developed? 
 
- content is chosen for breadth, 
and coverage is important 
- content is logically structured 
and sequenced according to the 
nature of the discipline 
- the requisite knowledge and 
skills are carefully structured 
and sequenced. 
- content is chosen based on the 
task of research into the nature 
of practice in the profession or 
observation of skilled 
performers 
- learning experiences are 
structured with practice and 
- students nominate, within the 
boundaries of the unit or course, 
the skills and knowledge that 
they would like to acquire, and 
the kinds of problems they would 
like to be able to deal with. 
- learning from experience: both 
the previous experiences of the 
student and experiences which 
can be planned and organised as 
part of the subject. 
- is akin to the conceptual 
change model proposed by the 
cognitivists. 
- teachers and students engage 
together in understanding and 
critiquing social institutions or 
work on projects having some 
social significance 
- content is drawn from the 
pervasive and significant social 
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feedback - teachers provide sufficient 
guidance and structure for the 
experience to be educationally 
productive, without being 
prescriptive or coercive. 
problems of the day. 
- content is organised around 
investigations, themes or 
projects.  
4. Who are the 
participants and what 
are their roles? 
- teachers select what to teach, 
and transit that to students, 
provide exercises  
- students are prepared to learn 
what is taught, carry out the 
assigned task, memorise 
important information 
- Teachers can be instructional 
designers, or someone who 
facilitates group work, assists 
individuals, provides feedback 
- students follow the planned 
learning path 
- students nominate the skills and 
knowledge, and cooperate with 
teachers or curriculum developers  
- teachers raise students 
awareness of the knowledge and 
skills that their professions or 
disciplines will require of them; 
assist students to design and carry 
out their plans 
- teachers are responsible for 
recognising students' 
misunderstanding, or 
misconceptions, and bringing 
them back to light 
 
- students are experts who are 
critically aware of their needs, 
interests 
- teachers help students 
understand where their own 
views have come from, to 
challenge preconceptions and to 
encourage them to consider 
other possibilities 
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5. What are the 
purposes of the 
curriculum?  
 
- goals are pre-specified 
- provide students with broad 
knowledge of the field, the key 
concepts, and the methods of 
inquiry within the discipline 
- goals are listed as important 
topics 
 
- to expand students' repertoire 
of skills and ways of behaving. 
- to train student to become 
skilled performers 
- to change students' behaviour 
- providing means to personal 
liberation and development 
- students develop ability to 
evaluate their own learning (large 
and complex project) 
- helping students develop 
intellectual abilities, and the 
processes of thinking  
 
- strong element of negotiation 
between students and teachers 
about the kinds of evidence of 
learning which will be put 
forward and the criteria for 
successful performance 
- to produce a graduate capable 
of self-realisation in a social 
context 
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The Academic or Discipline-based Approach 
The academic or discipline-based approach focuses on the knowledge that should be 
taught. Many curriculum theorists have argued that the purpose of curriculum is to 
"help children to learn the accumulated knowledge of our culture" (Schiro, 2013, p. 
4), including learning its content, conceptual frameworks, and ways of thinking. 
Specifically, academic disciplines are branches of knowledge that provide tools for 
students to "participate in the Western cultural tradition..., and access to the greatest 
ideas and objects that man has created,... and the most powerful products of man's 
intelligence" (Eisner & Vallance, 1974, p. 12). Learning is understood as acquiring 
abstract and theoretical knowledge which is believed to exist independently in books 
and published records (Toohey, 1999). 
In addition, disciplinary values can shape a curriculum by providing a 
conceptual framework defining the nature of knowledge and the methods of 
acquisition (Ratcliff, 1997). Within the academic or discipline-based approach, 
courses consist of several units and topics, formed in a manner based on the subject 
matter and the structure of the discipline (Toohey, 1999). Student interests and their 
learning methods are not related or sometimes ignored. Teaching and learning takes 
place in large classes for economical reasons. Teachers play a decisive role in 
choosing what they think is important for students and transmit this knowledge to 
them. Students, on the other hand, play a passive role as receiving the knowledge 
transmitted, completing assignment designed by teachers, and learning by heart 
important facts and concepts (Toohey, 1999). 
Curriculum needs to reflect the nature of the discipline (Toohey, 1999; Schiro, 
2013) and is structured and sequenced according to the essence of the discipline 
(Toohey, 1999). Within this approach, curriculum is developed by a hierarchical 
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community of people, consisting of the scholars or truth discoverers at the top of the 
hierarchy, teachers who distribute the truth, and learners who receive the truth 
(Schiro, 2013). Curriculum is also conceived as the transmission of a body of 
selected disciplinary knowledge, and conceptualised as cultures, especially different 
academic cultures that exist within higher education institutions (Barnett & Coate, 
2004). Schiro (2013, p. 20) explains further that curriculum created within this 
approach does not simply inform students about a discipline, but "initiate and 
acculturate children into a discipline". Thus, learners are passively shaped by 
university academicians' ways of thinking, feeling and behaving (Schiro, 2013).  
The academic approach which is strongly discipline-based is being contested 
with regard to its ability to deal with the challenges of supercomplexity and 
uncertainty in the 21st century and beyond (Barnett, 2000). As such current learning 
is characterised as complex learning (Knight, 2001). To meet current and future 
challenges, "a higher education curriculum [should] foster human beings that are able 
to flourish amid uncertainty and incessant change" (Barnett and Coate, 2004, p. 164). 
Complexity theory, according to Knight (2001), has inspired the process of 
curriculum development, which should facilitate learning through communities of 
practices rather than transmitting knowledge from the knower to the unknown.  
The Social Efficiency Approach 
The social efficiency approach adopts a technical ideology focusing on "what means 
to use to achieve certain desirable ends and of how to measure results so that 
improvement can be soundly based" (Toohey, 1999, p. 51). The social efficiency 
approach is developed on the foundation of Ralph Tyler's behavioural theory (Tyler, 
1949) in which education is understood to be a purposeful activity. Accordingly, 
curriculum is developed out of pre-specified objectives, including selecting and 
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organising content in a particular sequence, and evaluating if those objectives are 
achieved (Tyler, 1949). A well-designed curriculum is considered the key 
mechanism for quality in this system approach, and is well evidenced in recent 
competency-based education. Objectives are specified in behavioural terms and the 
focus of this approach is on performance, knowledge and understanding which is 
verified by what learners are able to do in action. As such, "the purpose of learning is 
to be able to expand one’s repertoire of skills and ways of behaving" (Toohey, 1999, 
p. 52). Therefore, learning activities are designed and organised from previous 
learning to assist learners to perform well at more difficult levels.  
Performance in this approach is closely related to preparing students for future 
jobs, and to develop skills, values and attitudes which will enable them to contribute 
to society as active, informed and confident citizens. From social efficiency 
perspectives, the purpose of schooling is to prepare students with skills and 
knowledge required for their workplace in the future, to meet social needs (Schiro, 
2013), and to "fit individuals efficiently into the society as it is" (Marsh & Willis, 
2007, p. 105). In this view, "students are seen as contributors to the market economy 
and being readied for participation in globalisation" (McKernan, 2008, p. 29). In this 
sense, higher education curriculum is considered to be more responsive to the needs 
of business and industry. As such, the goal of higher education curriculum is to 
include technological knowledge and skills for further economic development 
(Ratcliff, 1997). Since graduates are required to be able to perform tasks for social 
productivity, teachers are responsible for selecting appropriate teaching strategies to 
enable learners to acquire necessary behaviours through efficient practice (Toohey, 
1999). Accordingly, behavioural expectations have become the objectives of 
curriculum, to meet the needs of society (Schiro, 2013).  
42 
Teachers and students perform different roles separately with very little 
interaction in this approach. Toohey (1999) explains that teachers can play the roles 
of instructional designers such as determining behavioural outcomes, selecting skills 
and knowledge, sequencing them in a logical basis, planning appropriate learning 
tasks, and scheduling frequent assessment for prompt feedback. In addition, they are 
also responsible for facilitating group work, assisting individuals, answering 
questions and providing feedback on assessment tasks. Meanwhile, students' roles 
are limited to following what has been planned, and completing all the tasks to 
acquire the specified skills (Toohey, 1999). Curriculum is developed to ensure the 
transition of learners from a school context to become efficient workers in a 
workplace (McKernan, 2008). With a focus on competent performance, content is 
selected and organised in a specific sequence, and presented as series of learning 
activities, involving practice and feedback. Toohey (1999) notes that "there is no 
place in the curriculum for examining ethical issues inherent in the way the 
profession interacts with society and the individual practitioner interacts with clients" 
(p. 55). 
The Experiential or Learner-centred Approach 
The experiential or learner-centred approach is developed out of the work of 
Malcolm Knowles (1984) who believes adult learners needed a different kind of 
educational approach from children (Toohey, 1999). In the experiential or learner-
centred approach, the curriculum is in agreement with student needs and interests: 
adults do not learn for the sake of learning; they learn in order to be able to 
perform a task, solve a problem, or live in a more satisfying way. The chief 
implication of this assumption is the importance of organising learning 
experiences (the curriculum) around life situations rather than according to 
subject matter units. (Knowles & Associates, 1984, p. 12) 
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In this approach, curriculum is used to develop learners individually, based on 
their own needs, concerns, and attributes (Schiro, 2013). Higher education   
curriculum is also a means of developing students' intellectual faculties including 
developing students' mind, showing them how to learn, and helping them explore and 
improve their intellectual abilities (Toohey, 1999). 
From the experiential or learner-centred perspective, education should draw 
out learners’ potentially innate abilities and help them to be fully developed through 
the "interaction between a person and his or her environment" (Schiro, 2013, p. 6). 
Similarly, Eisner and Vallance (1974) describe curriculum as being "an enabling 
process that would provide the means to personal liberation and development" (p. 9). 
From the experiential or learner-centred perspective, Eisner and Vallance (1974) 
also note that formation of curriculum conception focuses more on learners and their 
learning process in a classroom context rather than on the broader social context in 
which it occurs. So, they argue for consideration of the transferability between 
developing learners' cognitive skills which can link to a wide variety of situations 
outside of school (Eisner & Vallance, 1974). 
Due to the fact that knowledge selected in this approach is made "personally 
significant and personally useful" through social interactions (Toohey, 1999, p. 60), 
teachers play very different roles compared to their roles in previously mentioned 
approaches. First, teachers raise students’ awareness of the knowledge and skills 
necessary for their professional aspirations. Second, they help students design and 
carry out their learning plans by providing information sessions (lectures), 
facilitating group work, arranging contacts with resource people and offering 
individual consultations for support and guidance. Based on their observation, 
teachers become responsible for improving students' thinking capacities (Toohey, 
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1999), creating an environment which encourages interaction among learners, and 
facilitating the development of cognitive skills to attain proficiencies to learn (Eisner 
& Vallance, 1974; Schiro, 2013). 
Learners are expected to work and solve problems in groups through which 
"one or more thinking skills are identified and consciously developed" (Toohey, 
1999, p. 58). The central goal of curriculum is to "sharpen the intellectual processes 
and develop a set of cognitive skills that can be applied to learning virtually 
anything" (Eisner & Vallance, 1974, p. 6). Students are supposed to learn to 
collaborate with their teachers to express their learning needs and start designing 
their learning plans. In this view, "mutual respect between teacher and students, 
encouragement of collaboration and support amongst students, and openness and 
authenticity on the part of the teacher" is necessary (Toohey, 1999, p. 60). 
Schiro (2013) shares a similar viewpoint to Toohey (2009) about teachers' roles 
as learning facilitators, raising students' awareness of their needs, potentials, and 
creating a climate for personal growth. Emphasis of the curriculum is placed on 
personal growth, in which Eisner and Vallance (1974) conceptualise education as a 
liberating force, a means of helping the individual discover things for himself. 
If in the academic or discipline-based approach, a course is structured from a 
logical basis of a subject matter, then in the experiential or learner-centred approach, 
learning experiences are organised from real-life situations. Unlike the academic or 
discipline-based approach, where teachers make all decisions about what to teach 
and how to teach, and in what sequence, the experiential or learner-centred approach 
allows students to have input into the curriculum. Toohey, (1999) notes: "students 
nominate, within the boundaries of the unit or course, the skills and knowledge that 
  45 
they would like to acquire and the kinds of problems they would like to be able to 
deal with" (p. 60).  
The Critical Approach 
A critical approach is based on critical theories in which the institutions of society 
are formed and shaped by social elites (Toohey, 1999), and schools are considered as 
"an agent for social change" (Eisner & Vallance, 1974, p. 11). In such a context, 
educators are required to connect the curriculum to the vibrant outside society, and 
aim for its democracy (Giroux, 2006). Eisner (2002) elaborates the link between 
critical theory and curriculum as:  
Critical theory provides one of the most visible and articulate analyses of 
education found in the pages of educational journals and in books devoted to 
the state of schools. It is for this reason - its salience in the intellectual 
community and its potential for reforming the current priorities of schools - 
that is included here as an ideology affecting education in general and 
curriculum in particular (p. 73) 
 Thus, this approach aims to build up students' critical consciousness through 
community activities and practices to improve their society, or to construct a new 
and more just society for its members' satisfaction (Schiro, 2013). In the critical 
perspective, the curriculum is considered "to develop a better "fit" between the 
individual and society" (Eisner & Vallance, 1974, p. 11 - original quotation marks 
included for emphasis). Marsh and Willis (2007) argue that the purpose of 
curriculum in a critical approach is not to specify the mismatch between students and 
society, but the dissimilarities between current society and the way it should be. 
Curriculum developed within this approach, therefore, can be seen as "a means to 
correct what is wrong with society" (Marsh & Willis, 2007, p. 106). Within the 
critical approach, schools should be recognised as "a bridge between what is and 
what might be, between the real and the ideal" (Eisner & Vallance, 1974, p. 11), and 
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curriculum is a medium for developing "a vision of a better society and act to bring 
that vision into existence" (Schiro, 2013 p. 6). 
In the critical approach, knowledge is viewed as being historically and 
culturally constructed (Toohey, 1999), or "socially constructed, culturally mediated, 
and historically situated... (and) dominant (social) discourse determine what counts 
as true, important, and relevant" (McLaren, 2007, p. 210). Schiro (2013) concludes 
that knowledge is viewed as "being constructed out of social interactions for social, 
political, economic, or cultural purposes" (p. 189). 
One distinguishing characteristic of this approach is that empowerment is given 
to all curriculum stakeholders, namely teachers, administrators and students 
(McKernan, 2008). A focal point of this approach is that these stakeholders cannot 
work separately but need to join together, since "in this theory of action one cannot 
speak of an actor, nor simply of actors, but rather of actors in intercommunication" 
(Freire, 1970, p. 123 - emphasis in original). Thus, a collaborative engagement 
between teachers and students is crucial to understand and work out convert values to 
alleviate the social problems or change the status quo (Toohey, 1999). The 
engagement, according to Toohey (1999), allows teachers to assist students to 
understand which perspectives they are from, to question their assumptions and to 
work out alternatives. The role of the teacher and students are equally important in 
discussions. Each experiences an exchange in which they complement each other, 
and learn from each other (Schiro, 2013). Their relationship, as described by Freire 
(1970), is not that of "teachers and students, but teacher-students, and student-
teachers" (p.67).  
 There are some differences between the critical approach and other 
approaches presented previously. Though both the experiential or learner-centred 
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approach and the critical approach aim to strengthen student capacities of self-
realisation, the latter seems to focus more on a wider social context rather than 
simply on individual growth. The social efficiency approach and the critical 
approach both seek evidence of knowledge and understanding in terms of action for 
change. Toohey (1999) notes that both look beyond the structure of the discipline or 
the interests of the individual to society to inform decisions about educational goals. 
The social efficiency approach, however, focuses on changes of individuals to 
improve their own skilled performance, while the critical approach concentrates on 
reshaping social situations and improving social problems. In the social efficiency 
approach, curriculum development emphasises social productivity to determine 
which knowledge and skills are significant and necessary, while the critical approach 
asks (among other things) "whether other kinds of knowledge and skills might not be 
equally valuable to society" (Toohey, 1999, p. 66).  
The critical approach is reconceptualised in understandings of curriculum in 
recent curriculum theories. For example, curriculum as transformation proposed by 
Barnett and Coate (2004) is underpinned by the critical approach as it stresses the 
transformative functions of the curriculum such as student empowerment and 
challenging inequalities in the system.  
These approaches to curriculum development provide valuable insights into the 
different philosophies underpinning curricula. In reality, a curriculum might not fit 
exactly into a particular approach, but might encompass some features of two 
approaches or more. Curriculum is influence by several factors such as culture, social 
needs, history, politics, and the stakeholders themselves. The extent to which the 
existing approach(es) to curriculum development at the University are affected by 
such factors remains unexplored. This study set out to explore these factors. The 
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hidden beliefs and perceptions of curriculum development held by stakeholders, and 
the unheard voices of those in the Vietnamese context, are brought to light in this 
thesis.  
In summary, this section highlighted dominant curriculum theories and 
propositions about curriculum that have been contributed by theorists over time. 
Major features of various curriculum theories have been examined. A study of the 
literature has identified four approaches to curriculum development:  
 the academic or discipline-based;  
 the social efficiency;  
 the experiential or learner-centred, and  
 the critical approach.  
These different approaches to curriculum offer different ways of understanding 
the term, and different curriculum development processes. The next section will 
discuss curriculum understandings and the models of curriculum development that 
are responsive to these approaches. 
2.3.3 Curriculum Understandings 
Smith (2000) presented four ways of understanding curriculum by synthesising 
various perspectives and definitions. These are 
 curriculum as a syllabus to be transmitted,  
 curriculum as a product,  
 curriculum as a process, and  
 curriculum as a praxis.  
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The following section discusses these understandings further.  
Curriculum as a syllabus 
A syllabus, as defined in the Oxford English Dictionary (2005), is an outline and 
summary of topics to be taught in an education or training course. Syllabus, which 
means a concise statement or a series of subjects in the Greek language, is sometimes 
equated with curriculum (Smith, 2000). In this sense, curriculum entails knowledge 
to be transmitted. However, the topics or the sequence in which they are to be studied 
are not clearly specified within a syllabus (Smith, 2000).  
Print (1993) argues that curriculum is "all the planned learning opportunities 
offered by the organisation to learners and the experiences learners encounter when 
the curriculum is implemented" (p. 9), while the syllabus covers certain parts of the 
entire curriculum, and is presented as a list of content areas related to assessment and 
exams. Slattery and Carlson (2005), on the other hand, note that the syllabus is a 
"contract between faculty members and their students, designed to answer students' 
questions about a course, as well as inform them about what will happen should they 
fail to meet course expectations" (p. 163). Woods, Luke, and Weir (2010) offer a 
comprehensive description of the link between syllabus and curriculum:  
the syllabus is a bid to shape and set the parameters of the curriculum, 
usually prepared at a school system level. It is a defensible map of what is 
valued as core skills, knowledge, competences, capacities, and strategies to 
be covered within a particular context at a particular time, usually with 
affiliated statements of standards, which are used for accountability. (p. 362) 
Hence, the link between syllabus and curriculum is clear: the syllabus can be 
either parts of the entire curriculum, or a summary of what is being taught, or 
assessed. In addition, Curzon (2003) has pointed out that syllabus compilers are 
closely attached to textbooks in terms of the order of teaching content, or a particular 
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pattern of the subject, and to the ways they shape HE courses. Curriculum as 
syllabus, therefore, focuses on knowledge content related to specific subjects (Smith, 
2000), and teaching is carried out by transmitting, or delivering knowledge to 
students (Blenkin, Edwards, & Kelly, 1992). 
The understanding of curriculum as syllabus is in accordance with the 
academic or discipline-based approach in which knowledge is viewed as content 
related to particular subjects or discipline. Teaching and learning is conducted in a 
top-down manner in which knowledge is passively transferred from teachers to 
students.  
Curriculum as a product 
Curriculum as a product is characterised by the inclusion of intended learning 
outcomes, specified objectives, and objectives-based evaluation. The curriculum is 
described as an intended outcome. Bobbitt (1918), for example, identifies particular 
experiences learners need, and made them the content of curriculum. Similarly, Tyler 
(1949) considers learning experiences one of the core elements. These intended 
outcomes reflect a desirable product of curriculum (Sheehan, 1986), and the content 
is planned prior to students' study. Taba (1962), for instance, plans the content and 
learning experience before choosing teaching strategies. Beauchamp (1981) follows 
Tyler's theory and defines curriculum as a written plan for a school, which is 
designed beforehand.  
Objectives are specified as a plan set, then applied. A curriculum is based on 
life experiences and knowledge that teachers think are useful for students (Bobbitt, 
1918). Therefore, "these (experiences and knowledge) will be the objectives of the 
curriculum. They will be numerous, definite and particularised. The curriculum will 
then be that series of experiences which learners must have by way of obtaining 
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those objectives" (Bobbitt, 1918, p. 42). However, a typical example of objectives-
based curriculum is the theory that focuses on the formulation of behavioural 
objectives (Tyler, 1949). In this theory, the purpose of education is:  
to bring about significant changes in the students' pattern of behavior, it 
becomes important to recognize that any statements of objectives of the 
school should be a statement of changes to take place in the students. (Tyler, 
1949, p. 44) 
Evaluation is the third and final step, based on the specified objectives. 
Accordingly, it is important for schools to define their goals, select the content, 
organise the learning activities accordingly and then assess students’ progress to see 
whether the goals are being achieved (Tyler, 1949). Similarly, curriculum evaluation, 
according to Taba (1962), is to find out what objectives have been accomplished. 
Other curriculum theorists, such as Beauchamp (1981), and Saylor, Alexander, and 
Lewis (1981), used pre-identified goals and objectives for curriculum evaluation; the 
feedback from such evaluation is for both the product and the process of curriculum.  
There are advantages and disadvantages for understanding curriculum as a 
product. One feature that makes this view appealing is that it is systematic and has 
considerable organising power (McKerman, 2007; Sheehan, 1986). Moreover, the 
outcome is clearly identified as a guide to shape the content and methods of teaching. 
Also based on the pre-specified objectives, it is easy to assess students' achievement. 
Rowntree (1974), for example, argues that the use of behavioural objectives 
facilitates communication of what is intended and therefore leads to more purposeful 
learning. He also claims that the use of behavioural objectives helps with selection of 
structure and content of teaching and he argues that behavioural objectives lead to 
more accurate methods of testing and assessment. 
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On the other hand, the behavioural objectives model is considered as not really 
useful since it is impossible to identify educational outcomes in advance because 
they might sometimes be unexpected (Eisner, 1979). As an exemplar, Eisner (1979) 
highlighted art subjects as requiring more than ideas, but also skills and means of 
interaction, and so objectives cannot easily be specified in advance. Moreover, the 
programs with deliberate outcomes may not be related to learners' experiences 
(Smith, 2000), or ignore the interaction among students and teachers, as well as the 
unexpected educational situations which occur in the classroom (Stenhouse, 
1975). With a curriculum as a product, students are learning to do, not to be. Hence, 
curriculum as a process is offered as an alternative to the achievement of 
predetermined outcomes. Curriculum as a process focuses on effective learning 
(Knight, 2001). 
Curriculum as a process 
While curriculum as a product focuses more on the outcomes, curriculum as a 
process concentrates more on the process in which a curriculum is planned and 
implemented. Stenhouse (1975) is one of the keen theorists who strongly supported 
this view. He defined curriculum as "an attempt to communicate the essential 
principles and features of an educational proposal in such a form that it is open to 
critical scrutiny and capable of effective translation into practice" (p. 142). Being 
open to critical scrutiny requires curriculum not to be planned in advance with 
specific outcomes, but to be closely related to the process in which the 
communication takes place. Therefore, a curriculum should be grounded in practice, 
adapted to students' needs according to what happens in practice, and the attempt to 
communicate should take place in classrooms, during the delivery of what is planned 
(Stenhouse, 1975).  
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Curriculum as a process emphasises the interaction of those who participate in 
the process. It is more open-ended compared with curriculum as a product, and 
stresses continuous development in which outcomes are "the development of certain 
desirable processes and potentialities" (Sheehan, 1986, p. 674). Moreover, 
curriculum as a process concentrates on the interaction of teachers, students and 
knowledge, or what actually happens in the classroom (Smith, 2000). While an 
objectives curriculum focuses on measurability (Sheehan, 1986), and teacher 
accountability (Knight, 2001), the curriculum as a process employs "high-trust 
systems and professional behaviour" (Knight, 2001, p. 376), and incorporates teacher 
development (Stenhouse, 1975).  
Curriculum as a process is closely related to the experiential or learner-centred 
approach in which students' needs and interests are met (Toohey, 1999), and 
education is viewed as a process providing learners means for their own liberation 
and development (Eisner & Vallance, 1974). In this view, learners have become "the 
source of content for the curriculum; their ends are considered to be the appropriate 
ends for the curriculum" (Schiro, 2013, p. 5). All the stakeholders, namely teachers, 
curriculum developers, and students share responsibility for what is taking place in 
the classroom (Schiro, 2013).  
Curriculum as praxis 
Curriculum as praxis, as Smith (2000) explained, is the development of the process 
of understanding, and makes an "explicit commitment to emancipation" (p. 10). In 
this view, curriculum is defined as: 
a process which takes the experiences of both the learners and the teachers 
and, through dialogue and negotiation, recognizes them both as 
problematic.... [It] allows, indeed encourages, students and teachers together 
to confront the real problems of their existence and relationships. When 
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students confront the real problems of their existence they will soon also be 
face with their own oppression. (Grundy, 1987, p. 10) 
So curriculum as praxis focuses on the interaction between students, the text, 
and the teacher in order to develop students' critical consciousness about what they 
want to learn, how to learn, and how to assess their own learning. Compared with 
curriculum as a process, this view stresses a shared idea of committed action that 
enables students and teachers to think and react critically. Curriculum is what 
actually happens in classrooms, that is "an ongoing social process comprised of the 
interactions of students, teachers, knowledge and milieu" (Cornbleth, 1990, p. 5). 
This is somewhat different from the way Stenhouse (1975) defined curriculum as the 
attempt to describe what happens in classrooms rather than what actually occurs.  
The dynamic interaction of action and reflection are emphasised because "the 
curriculum is not simply a set of plans to be implemented, but rather is constituted 
through an active process in which planning, acting and evaluating are all 
reciprocally related and integrated into the process" (Grundy, 1987, p. 115). This 
understanding concurs with a third view of curriculum, as defined by Marsh and 
Willis (2007), that is approached from an organic, holistic view in which 
curriculum and instruction are unseparated. Curriculum as praxis challenges the 
traditional pedagogy in which the teacher transfers knowledge to students. Such a 
way of mechanical transference, according to Freire (1998), results in "machinelike 
memorization" (p. 104). He argues that critical study connects closely with critical 
teaching and a critical way of viewing the world (Freire, 1998). Curriculum as praxis 
views knowledge as constructed through interaction and discussion in the classroom 
context (Grundy, 1987), and reflects the critical study Freire (1998) argues for: 
"learning is a process where knowledge is presented to us then shaped through 
understanding, discussion and reflection" (p. 31). 
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Curriculum as praxis is responsive to the critical approach which aims to better 
the social status quo (Toohey, 1999), and considers schools as "agencies of political 
and cultural renewal" (McKernan, 2008, p. 31). In this sense, the curriculum is 
supposed to provide learners with a vision of what society should be (Marsh & 
Willis, 2007; Schiro, 2013), and action should be taken out of a vision for a better 
society (Schiro, 2013), through a collaborative relationship between teachers and 
students (Toohey, 1999).   
2.3.4 Dimensions of Curriculum 
In conjunction with the different ways of understanding curriculum above, there are 
three basic dimensions of curriculum which correspond to three kinds of commonly-
asked questions about the term (Marsh & Willis, 2007). The questions are: 
 What knowledge is of most worth? 
 How should the curriculum be developed? 
 How should the curriculum be experienced? (Marsh & Willis, 2007, p. 5) 
The dimensions of curriculum are: (a) the planned curriculum: that should be 
taught and learnt, (b) the enacted curriculum: including not only planning what the 
curriculum should be, but also planning how it can be implemented, evaluated and 
changed, and (c) the experienced curriculum: taking place in the classroom, 
sometimes called the lived curriculum. Marsh and Willis (2007) argue that the 
curriculum needs to be enacted in order to be experienced in a classroom setting not 
in a book. Moreover, experience is "individual, ongoing, and unpredictable" (Marsh, 
2004, p. 5). For that reason, they argue for the importance of incorporating students’ 
experiences of the curriculum. 
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This argument concurs with Labaree's concern about the curriculum at the 
classroom level which includes the content to be delivered in classroom contexts (the 
curriculum-in-use), and the content that students actually learn (the received 
curriculum) (Labaree, 1999). In Labaree's opinion, there have been changes mostly 
in the rhetorical curriculum which consists of policymakers' ideas about what 
curriculum should be. At the classroom level, the effectiveness of the change is 
hardly noticed or teachers go on with what they have done in the past. Thus, students' 
involvement in making decisions in terms of the objectives, the content, and 
activities of the curriculum at the classroom level is essential (Labaree, 1999; 
Yuksel, 2010). 
In summary, curriculum remains a contested term (Marsh, 2004). While 
different theorists continue to define dimensions of curriculum, Toombs and Tierney 
(1993) endorse working definitions of curriculum that comprise not only the 
meaning, but also allow local nuances which are determined by practice. Taking the 
point that curriculum is contextually shaped and should be understood, and adapted 
in its own settings or context (Cornbleth, 1990), a working definition of curriculum, 
accommodating the Vietnamese context, is a crucial starting point for this current 
study. Thus, curriculum, as this study argues, refers to both the substance and process 
of learning, ranging from the unit outline to the whole educational programme; 
existing at different levels from planning, implementing, and evaluating, supported 
by the context in which it is formed; and adapted by its participants to suit ever-
changing needs and requirements. 
2.3.5 Curriculum Development 
In sections 2.2.1 and 2.3.1, the process of curriculum development has been 
described and conceptualised as an integral part of curriculum theory, and a 
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component of an approach to curriculum development. The process of curriculum 
development is illuminated with specific decisions based on a value system (Marsh 
& Willis, 2007). Such "a set of design decisions" (Walker, 1971, p. 54), and basic 
considerations involved in curriculum decisions are presented in general descriptions 
of curricula, called the models of curriculum development (Marsh & Willis, 2007).  
Though models of curriculum development, according to Posner (1998), do not 
convey all statements of rules and principles that theories include, they can justify 
curriculum decisions, and can show their interrelationships. In addition, models of 
curriculum development can "illuminate novel facets of the curriculum development 
process, correct misconceptions about that process" (Walker, 1971, p. 52), and 
"provide useful detailed perspectives on some particulars of the curriculum in action" 
(Marsh & Willis, 2007, p. 100). 
This section examines the processes of curriculum development by evaluating 
different models of curriculum development to clarify the value systems, and the 
considerations involved in making decisions about curriculum. To respond to 
understandings of curriculum, three models of curriculum development are 
discussed: the product, the process, and the logical models.  
The product model 
The product model view of curriculum development responds to understanding of 
curriculum as a syllabus and as a product, following the work of those who have 
based their approach largely on the notion of behaviourist theory (McKernan, 2008). 
Tyler (1949) is a dominant theorist of this model. He does not merely describe how a 
curriculum actually occurs, but how he thinks it ought to be developed (McKernan, 
2008). The model is formed by principles of behavioural objectives, the selection and 
organisation of learning experiences to achieve the objectives, and the evaluation of 
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outcomes of the educational efforts (Parks, 2011). In this way, the product model is 
aligned with the social efficiency approach, which stresses the achievement of 
behavioural objectives for better performance, especially in the workplace. The 
procedures are based on four fundamental questions and illustrated as shown in 
Figure 2.3. These questions are: 
1. What educational purposes should the school seek to attain? 
2. What educational experiences can be provided that are likely to attain these 
purposes? 
3. How can these educational experiences be effectively organized? 
4. How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained? (Tyler 
1949, p. 1) 
 
Figure 2.3. The product model for curriculum development adapted from Tyler's 
work. 
 
These principles have been widely used amongst educators and curriculum 
developers. The product model, sometimes referred as the traditional model, evolved 
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from these principles as a linear or chronological arrangement (Cowan et al., 2004). 
The chronological sequence consists of 
1. aims and outcomes are first determined, 
2. teaching methods are chosen, 
3. teaching plans are prepared, 
4. teaching is delivered, 
5. students learn, 
6. teachers or others assess students, 
7. feedback is obtained from students (and perhaps others), 
8. the course is evaluated (usually by those who prepared and presented it), 
9 revisions are determined, 
10. the cycle begins again (p. 448). 
In relation to curriculum in higher education context, Ratcliff (1997) claims 
that aims and outcomes are often determined out of the nature of disciplines. As 
such, the product model is related to the academic or discipline-based approach. 
Rationality is the key feature for the product model to be successful, and portends 
"an eminently reasonable framework for developing a curriculum" (Kliebard, 1975, 
p. 5). However, there have been many criticisms of this model. This in part due to the 
fact that behavioural outcomes are pre-specified, critics have claimed the product 
model reduces the practice of teaching and educating to a form of instrumental 
engineering (McKernan, 2008). Cowan et al. (2004) have examined the model 
thoroughly, and suggested the following sequence: 
• assumes that aims, objectives and outcomes are only considered, and 
reviewed, once per cycle or iteration, 
• concentrates on teaching rather than learning, 
• presents learning as a consequence of teaching, rather than teaching as one, 
but not the only, input to learning, 
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• obscures the relationships between the elements of process, 
• neglects the possibility of utilising external inputs to this process (p. 448). 
Among the critics, Stenhouse (1975) claims that: "It is not about curriculum 
design, but rather an expression of irritation in the problems of accountability in 
education" (p. 77). His view of education and the curriculum model is supported 
since the actuality of education lies in the process and can lead to unpredicted 
destinations or goals (McKernan, 2008). Stenhouse (1975) and Knight (2001) both 
suggest an alternative model of curriculum development: the process model. 
The process model 
The process model of curriculum development is in accordance with the 
understanding of curriculum as a process. This model emphasises the interaction of 
teachers, students and knowledge, and especially what actually takes place in the 
classroom (Smith, 2000). Different principles have been proposed by Stenhouse 
(1975) to provide a foundation for planning a curriculum, studying it empirically, 
and considering the substance of its justification, as shown in Figure 2.4. 
 
Figure 2.4. Principles of the process model of curriculum development (adapted 
from Stenhouse's work) 
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The process model of curriculum development aims to facilitate student 
learning, and to improve their abilities and skills. By providing appropriate learning 
experiences, the process model offers students opportunities to develop these abilities 
(Sheehan, 1986). In this sense, the process model is consistent with the experiential 
or learner-centred approach which emphasises students "own unique intellectual, 
social, emotional, and physical attributes" (Schiro, 2013, p. 5). 
In terms of planning, intentions are regarded as more open-ended and are used 
in the process model instead of specified objectives (Sheehan, 1986). As shown in 
Figure 2.4, these intentions or aims are justified for critical scrutiny. Teaching and 
learning strategies in this model are student centred, and emphasise individual 
interaction (Sheehan, 1986). Knight (2001) goes one step further when he 
recommends that planning should begin with "imagining how to draw together the 
processes, encounters or engagements that make for good learning" (p. 375).  
The process model is different from the product model as it focuses on both 
students' and teachers' understanding and development, not how well the students 
achieve pre-specified objectives (McKernan, 2008). Therefore, progressive 
assessment of student learning is an integral part of the process and a continuous 
activity of reflecting and giving prompt feedback for any changes to be made 
(Sheehan, 1986).  
The logical model 
The logical model for higher education curriculum development was initially 
proposed by Cowan and Harding (1986). Later, adopting Biggs's ideas of alignment 
within curriculum (Biggs, 1999a, 1999b, 2002, 2006), Cowan et al. (2004) developed 
further a rationale for curriculum development in response to the challenges that 
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higher education institutions are facing. His rationale aimed at aligning the three 
relevant aspects of institutional change: staff, curriculum and institutional 
development. The rationale was applied in two universities: the Open University in 
the UK and in the Universidade de Aveiro in Portugal. As a result, they advocated a 
logical model for curriculum development focusing on improving the student 
learning experience as in Figure 2.5.  
 
Figure 2.5. Cowan and colleagues' logical model for curriculum development 
(Cowan et al., 2004) 
In this model, the intended learning outcomes, strengthen the aims, are the 
central points, and have influence on all the matters during the preparation and 
delivery of the curriculum. Assessment is aligned to deliberate outcomes and is the 
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starting point for all the activities planned. Evaluation feeds back on students' 
learning and learning experiences, and suggests any necessary adjustment. The area 
with clear arrows outside the circle represents the context with its own constraints to 
all the stages and items related to curriculum development. In comparison to the 
product model (see Figure 2.3), the logical model advocates "virtually simultaneous 
consideration of the desired learning outcomes, the proposed means of assessment 
and the design of suitable learning and teaching" (Cowan et al., 2004, pp. 449-450). 
Cowan et al. (2004) reached some important conclusions in their analysis of 
data collected in a study of the rationale. They concurred with Stenhouse (1975) that 
curriculum development necessarily involves teacher development. They also 
determined that institutional change was an integral part of the holistic process of 
development. Ensuring the alignment between learning outcomes, assessment, 
learning and teaching situations, and methods of evaluation, is a crucial phase in the 
curriculum development process. The use of a logical model of curriculum 
development is believed to be a worthwhile substitution for the traditional model (see 
Figure 2.3) to enhance the quality of students' learning experiences (Cowan et al., 
2004). 
The logical model for curriculum development focuses on process rather than 
product or syllabus content. It advocates institutional reforms including pedagogical 
changes, and promotes teacher development alongside with curriculum change. In 
this view, the model is aligned partly with the understanding of curriculum as 
process and partly with curriculum as praxis. This model encompasses some features 
of the critical approach in which actions are taken to make a change in the society 
including the development of the higher education institution and that of teachers and 
students.  
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To sum up, three models of curriculum development have been presented, 
reflecting processes of curriculum development that are compatible with the different 
understandings of curriculum. There are clear-cut distinctions between the product 
model and the process model. The former is outcome-based with pre-specified 
objectives, and things happen in a chronological order (see Figure 2.3), the latter 
focuses more on on-going learning process in classroom contexts (see Figure 2.4). 
The third model, the logical model (see Figure 2.5), is a further development of the 
process model responding to both understandings of curriculum as process and as 
praxis. This model emphasises the interaction among students, teachers, and 
knowledge with the aim of alignment for students', teachers', and institutional 
development. 
It is worth restating that school-based curriculum theories and approaches are 
dominant in the literature. The next section reports empirical evidence of the 
adoption or relevance of these approaches in the higher education context. 
2.4 EMPIRICALLY-BASED CURRICULUM UNDERSTANDINGS IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION  
This section discusses the understandings of curriculum in the higher education 
context based on an empirical study by Fraser and Bosanquet (2006). This is one of 
very few well-evidenced studies of higher education curriculum. The findings are 
compared and contrasted with other studies in Asian countries, and with the theories 
and approaches in the literature. 
In their phenomenographic study, Fraser and Bosanquet (2006) investigated the 
ways in which academics conceive of the curriculum in higher education, and 
examined variation in perceptions of curriculum. They conducted a total of 25 
interviews with academics from various disciplines, in different positions and 
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teaching experiences with responsibility for different teaching contexts. The findings 
were presented as four categories:  
1. The structure and content of a unit (subject),  
2. The structure and content of a program of study,  
3. The students’ experience of learning, and  
4. A dynamic and interactive process of teaching and learning (Fraser & 
Bosanquet, 2006, pp. 272 - 276).  
In the following section, these findings are compared with the literature related 
to curriculum understandings and approaches. 
Category 1: The curriculum is the structure and content of a unit (subject) 
In this category, the curriculum is seen as what is taught in an individual unit or 
subject. The curriculum is fixed and ready-made prior to students' learning, and is 
clearly specified in the unit outline. Academics and students' roles are somewhat 
narrow, and limited to the content to be delivered (Fraser & Bosanquet, 2006). This 
understanding of curriculum is consistent with the academic or discipline-based 
approach in which most courses are traditionally designed based on the structure of 
knowledge in the discipline, and teachers are in charge of choosing teaching content 
as well as methods to transmit this knowledge to their students (Toohey, 1999). In 
this approach curriculum is commonly organised into courses, and designated as 
individual units which teachers are nominated to design and teach singularly 
(Ratcliff, 1997). 
Category 2: The curriculum is the structure and content of a programme 
of study 
Fraser and Bosanquet's (2006) findings show another understanding of curriculum as 
a program of study consisting of different units. The study revealed that this program 
of study was developed out of the discipline, and affected by professional 
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requirements. For example, some professional bodies dictate certain criteria to be 
included in these units. Students' roles, according to the study, are limited to 
receiving the curriculum, and having certain impacts for change. 
Fraser and Bosanquet (2006) argue that both understandings of curriculum as 
the structure and content of a unit (subject) and as the structure and content of a 
program of study indicate a technical interest (Habermas, 1972). In this sense, 
curriculum is designed as specific products or outcomes which control student 
learning. Curriculum is designed beforehand; decisions are made prior to, and 
independently of student learning (Barnett & Coate, 2004). Both curriculum 
understandings are product-oriented, and de-contextualised, in alignment with 
Cornbleth’s (1988) description: 
that ends are set, that means are known or knowable and that the path 
between them is a direct one. One therefore follows step-by-step procedures 
to obtain the predetermined end state (i.e. the finished curriculum product). 
(Cornbleth, 1988, p. 86) 
This view of curriculum is consistent with the academic or discipline-based 
approach because knowledge exists independently in books and printed versions, and 
is conceived as a commodity, a means to an end, and being context-free: 
Knowledge is objective, “bounded” and “out there”, classroom knowledge is 
often treated as an external body of information… human knowledge is 
viewed as being independent of time and place… countable and 
measurable… discipline-based and… compartmentalized. (Giroux, 1981, pp. 
52-53)  
Category 3: The curriculum is the students’ experience of learning 
In this understanding, as Fraser and Bonsaquet (2006) note, the curriculum is 
conceived of as a process and structure, enabling student learning. The focus is 
shifted from teaching content to student learning process. Students can negotiate and 
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discuss with their teachers their needs, interests, and expectations. A rigorous 
curriculum process means "learning is effective and relevant to the needs of the 
students, the needs of the discipline and the society into which students will emerge" 
(p. 275).  
Curriculum as student's experience of learning is argued to display a practical 
(communicative) interest (Habermas, 1972) which "aims at reaching an 
understanding that enables appropriate action to be taken" (p. 280). This 
understanding of curriculum emphasises the learning process, and teachers are 
required to have "ability to think critically, -in-action, and a proposal for action 
which sets out essential principles and features of the educational encounter" (Smith, 
2000, p. 8). According to Stenhouse's (1975), process curriculum also exemplifies a 
practical interest since "it is a way of translating any educational idea into a 
hypothesis, testable in practice" (p. 142). Stenhouse (1975) argues practice in the 
classroom context is the ground for any change and justification: 
A curriculum, like the recipe for a dish, is first imagined as a possibility, 
then the subject of experiment. The recipe offered publicly is in a sense a 
report on the experiment. Similarly, a curriculum should be grounded in 
practice. It is an attempt to describe the work observed in classrooms that it 
is adequately communicated to teachers and others. Finally, within limits, a 
recipe can be varied according to taste. So can a curriculum. (pp. 4-5) 
With a focus on student learning, students are central to, and a significant part 
of the curriculum. Accordingly, this understanding aligns with the experiential or 
learner-centred approach. All the planning, therefore, should concentrate on creating 
an environment productive of learning, because "those processes will vary somewhat 
depending on what is to be learnt and whom" (Knight, 2001, p. 375). As such, 
student learning, not teaching, is the main agenda of teachers. All necessary steps are 
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undertaken to ensure the purpose of assisting "meaning making and interpretation, 
and it is likely to be holistically oriented and integrated" (Grundy, 1987, p. 76). 
Category 4: The curriculum as a dynamic process 
Curriculum as a dynamic process, accentuates the collaboration between teachers and 
students for learning, and the cooperation of constructing knowledge through 
interactions (Fraser & Bonsaquet, 2006). Curriculum, in this sense, is totally different 
from curriculum conceived as a product, a document such as a unit outline, or a 
degree programme description. Emphasis of this curriculum is consistent with 
Toohey’s (1999) view to create a climate conducive to learning, "characterised by 
mutual respect between teacher and students, with encouragement for collaboration 
and support among students" (p. 60).  
Curriculum as a dynamic process reflects an emancipatory interest introduced 
by Habermas (1972), "which strives for empowerment, rational autonomy and 
freedom" (Fraser & Bonsaquet, 2006, p. 281), accepting poor understandings and 
misconceptions among students (Toohey, 1999), and emancipating others from "false 
ideas, distorted forms of communication and coercive forms of social relationships 
which constrain human action" (Kemmis & Fitzclarence, 1986, p. 72).    
Curriculum as praxis proposed by Grundy (1987, p. 99) epitomises an 
emancipatory interest whose outcome is "a transformation of consciousness in the 
way one perceives and acts in the world". In her work, Grundy notes the critical 
focus of learning as one important principle which distinguishes the emancipatory 
interest from a practical interest. Accordingly, learners have become active creators 
of knowledge through interactions, discussions and negotiations, and the curriculum 
"emerges from the systematic reflection of those engaged in the pedagogical act" 
(Grundy, 1987, p. 103). In this sense, pedagogy has been changed dramatically and 
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critically to promote students into new positions in curriculum development and 
implementation:  
Critical pedagogy goes beyond situating the learning experience within the 
experience of the learner: it is a process which takes the experiences of both 
the learner and the teacher and, through dialogue and negotiation, recognizes 
them both as problematic… [It] allows, indeed encourages, students and 
teachers together to confront the real problems of their existence and 
relationships… When students confront the real problems of their existence 
they will soon also be faced with their own oppression. (Grundy, 1987, p. 
105) 
Some people may argue that critical pedagogy, including critical teaching and 
learning is the outcome of modern reconceptualised theories of education and 
curriculum. However, those perceptions of interactions and reflection for knowledge 
creation are not a new idea since they were mentioned more than forty years ago: 
Teachers and students (leadership and people), co-intent on reality, are both 
Subjects, not only in the task of unveiling that reality, and thereby coming to 
know it critically, but in the task of re-creating that knowledge. As they 
attain this knowledge of reality through common reflection and action, they 
discover themselves as its permanent re-creators. (Freire & Bergman, 1972, 
p. 44) 
Curriculum as a dynamic process is characterised by action and reflection in 
which knowledge is critically challenged and constructed in a connection with one's 
social and historical context: 
Critical reflection involves more than knowledge of one’s own values and 
understanding of one’s practice. It involves a dialectical criticism of one’s 
own values in a social and historical context in which the values of others 
are also crucial. (McTaggart & Garbutcheon-Singh, 1986, p. 44) 
Thus, from the perspective of curriculum as a dynamic process, students create their 
own understandings through interactions with others by which knowledge is 
constructed in particular historical and social frameworks (Toohey, 1999). This 
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understanding of curriculum is aligned with the critical approach which enables 
student learning to take place within a community of scholars, with the ultimate aim 
of empowering them to be effective as individuals and members of society (Knight, 
2001). Such interaction does not only engage students in the process, but also 
involves their love of knowledge, and in return that love reinspires their teacher 
(Parker, 2003). However, the extent to which this dynamic process is possible or not 
depends on the university structure and climate conducive to change, the preparation 
and empowerment academics, with an emancipatory interest have had to act as 
change agents (Fraser & Bonsaquet, 2006). There is an intersection in research where 
great beliefs and ideas, regardless of time, meet and are shared. In this case, the idea 
of creating a school environment conducive to learning, collaborating, and 
empowering teachers and students is a concept that shares principles with Freire’s 
vision of education in the early 70s: 
a school that is rigorous... a school that works democratically, a school 
which teacher and students know together, and in which the teacher teaches, 
but while teacher does not domesticate the students who, upon learning, will 
end up also teaching the teacher. (Freire, 1998, p. 360) 
The findings of Fraser and Bonsaquet's study (2006) refine the meaning of 
curriculum in a school context, from "an interrelated set of plans and experiences that 
a student undertakes under the guidance of the school" (Marsh & Willis, 2007, p. 
10), to a critical theorist perspective wherein curriculum becomes the site on which 
the generations struggle to define themselves and the world (Pinar et al., 1995). 
As a result of their findings, Fraser and Bonsaquet (2006) recommend 
developing "a shared language and understanding of curriculum" (p. 283), to enhance 
discussion between staff and stakeholders. Such shared language and understanding 
is considered to be a foundation for "channels of communication" (Sng, 2008, p. 101) 
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between academics about curriculum change, and also for recognition of "the 
interdependence of the elements within the complex phenomenon we call 
curriculum" (Lattuca & Stark, 2009, p. 40).  
Facilitating more effective communication amongst stakeholders through 
discussions is crucial to curriculum development change and to help curriculum 
developers realise and address "the gap between our ideas and aspirations and our 
attempts to operationalise them" (Stenhouse, 1975, p. 3). Critical discussions are 
important to establish curriculum visioning, inform change and innovation and lead 
to a faculty-driven, data-informed, and educational developer-supported model of 
curriculum development (Wolf, 2007). In order to make such discussions possible, 
the very crucial first step is to recognise the variety of ways in which academics 
conceptualise the curriculum (Fraser & Bonsaquet, 2006). Thus, this current study 
has been designed to investigate administrators', academics', and students' 
understandings of curriculum at the University. 
2.5 CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT IN LANGUAGE TEACHING 
Drawing on the literature in relation to school curriculum, as well as higher 
education, this section reviews curriculum development in language teaching, which 
reflects the varied understandings of curriculum, and models of curriculum 
development, as discussed in this chapter.  
Curriculum development in language teaching includes the notion of syllabus 
design, which specifies "the content of a course of instructions and lists of will be 
taught and tested" (Richards, 2001, p. 2). Syllabuses in language teaching, however, 
are not as exactly the same as curricula. Candlin (1984), for example, notes that 
curriculum provides a general description of language learning, learning purpose, 
experience, evaluation, and the teachers' and learners' roles, while syllabuses 
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concentrates on the implementation of curriculum in the classroom. Furthermore, 
syllabus, according to Nunan (1993), "focuses more narrowly on the selection and 
grading of content" (p. 8).  
This notion of syllabus design in language teaching is closely related to 
curriculum as syllabus in the general understandings (as summarised in Table 2.4). 
The content-based model has been well entrenched as an anchor to language learning 
and teaching, and considered as scaffolding for higher academic success for language 
learners (Iakovos, Iosif, & Areti, 2011; Richards, 2001; Richards, 2013). This model 
requires the chosen content to be consistent with the core curriculum of the school, 
and to meet the specialised academic standard of respective discipline (Kaufman, 
2004). Tyler's model (see Figure 2.3), despite many criticisms, used to be dominant 
in language teaching practice (Richards, 2001).  
Alternatives for the linear approach implied by the product model have been 
offered. Among them, the ends-means model introduced by Nicholls and Nicholls 
(1972) has been popular in language teaching since the 1980s (Finney, 2002; Nunan, 
1988; Richards, 2001). In this model, Nicholls and Nicholls (1972) proposed four 
stages for curriculum development as follows:  
1. The careful examination, drawing on all available sources of knowledge 
and informed judgement, of the objectives of teaching, whether in particular 
subject courses or over the curriculum as a whole. 
2. The development and trial use in schools of those methods and materials which 
are judged most likely to achieve the objectives which teachers agreed upon. 
3. The assessment of the extent to which the development work has in fact 
achieved its objectives. This part of the process may be expected to provoke 
new thought about the objectives themselves. 
4. The final element is therefore feedback of all these experience gained, to 
provide a starting point for further study. (p. 4)  
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The ends-means model starts with consideration of the kinds of language skills 
the learners need in order to accomplish specific roles and tasks. Assessment of 
students' achievement is conducted in different stages as a tool and provides useful 
feedback for making decisions. In this way, the ends-means model has something in 
common with Tyler's behavioural model which pre-specifies objectives in advance, 
and uses them as criteria for the final evaluation. However, Nicholls and Nicholls' 
four-stage model differs from that of Tyler because it focuses on prompt feedback 
during the process, promoting new objectives to emerge. In addition, curriculum 
evaluation is not a final step of the curriculum development process, which is much 
criticised in Tyler's model, but rather, is based on several assessments of students' 
achievement. In this sense the ends-means model partly reflects the social efficiency 
approach, and partly relates to the experiential or learner-centred approach (see Table 2.4).  
The late 1980s, however, are considered a turning point for the theory and 
practice of curriculum in language teaching. This is because communication became 
a new fundamental element for teaching and learning languages (Graves, 2008). As a 
result, communicative goals have become guidelines for developing a language 
curriculum (Dubin & Olshtain, 2002), requiring course design to reflect the new 
focus (Yalden, 1987).  
Breen (1987) describes this paradigm shift in syllabus design wherein 
negotiated classroom tasks replace the pre-packaging of language content to be 
learned. The shift, as Breen (1987) argues, is founded on changing views of 
language, its acquisition, and the social processes within the language classroom.  
Approaches to curriculum, also, vary enormously from pre-packaging content to 
including "principles and procedures for the planning, implementation, evaluation, 
and management of an educational programme" (Nunan, 1988, p. 159).  
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A systematic approach to curriculum development was to ensure the coherence 
of situation analysis, needs analysis, formulation of aims or goals, syllabus design, 
materials development, assessment and evaluation (Brown, 1995; Markee, 1997). A 
more comprehensive definition of curriculum development was introduced by 
Richards (2001), in which the process focused more on learners. He stated:  
Curriculum development refers to the range of planning and implementation 
processes involved in developing or renewing a curriculum. These processes 
focus on needs analysis, situational analysis, planning learning outcomes, 
course organisation, selecting and preparing teaching materials, providing 
for effective teaching, and evaluation. (p. 41) 
This definition encompasses three dimensions of curriculum (Marsh & Willis, 
2007) including the planned, the enacted, and the experienced curriculum. It also 
adds some new features to curriculum development definition in language teaching. 
First, the processes can be either aimed at development, or renewal. The process of 
curriculum review and evaluation is a continuous one, in which teachers and 
curriculum planners are engaged to bring about curriculum renewal and change (Clark, 
1987). Furthermore, the process starts with a needs analysis and a situational analysis. 
These are innovative steps that have not occurred in previous models.  
A needs analysis is described with varying degrees of overlap and variation. 
For instance, it is simply a means of establishing the "what and how of a course" 
(Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998). The importance of a needs analysis, however, is 
undeniable because its findings can be used as the input into the design of the 
syllabus (Long, 2005). While Graves (2008) notes that a needs analysis, in a narrow 
sense, helps provide information about what the learners already know and what they 
need to know so that the curriculum can bridge the gap, Richards (2001) describes 
needs in terms of "linguistic deficiency" (p. 54), indicating a difference in what a 
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leaner can presently do in a language and what he or she should be able to do. Brown 
(1995) offers a broader ways of defining needs analysis as: 
 the systematic collection and analysis of all subjective and objective 
information necessary to define and validate defensible curriculum purposes that 
satisfy the language learning requirements of students within the context of 
particular institutions that influence the learning and teaching situation. (p. 36) 
Though Richards' (2001) description of curriculum development is dominant in 
language teaching, the processes he proposes seems to be removed from what the 
process model emphasises. Richards (2001) accentuates the roles of teachers and 
teaching professionals on planning and decision making processes. Therefore, he has 
lessened students' roles. It can be concluded that Richards' (2001) curriculum 
development processes are more product-focused and teacher-directed than student-
centred (as presented in Table 2.4). Learners' roles are limited and identified in 
classroom for learning acts. This curriculum development is conducted in a linear 
way, one stage after another, which seems more aligned with Tyler's (1949) model. 
Table 2.4 Summary of the Links among Approaches to Curriculum, Curriculum 
Understandings and Models of Curriculum Development 
Approaches to 
curriculum 
development 
Understandings 
of curriculum 
Models of 
curriculum 
development 
Understandings of 
curriculum in HE 
context 
Curriculum 
development in 
language teaching 
Academic or 
discipline-based 
Curriculum as 
syllabus 
 
The product 
model 
The structure and 
content of a unit 
Syllabus design 
The ends-means 
model 
Richard's seven-
step model 
Social efficiency Curriculum as a 
product 
The structure and 
content of a program 
of study 
Experiential or 
learner-centred 
Curriculum as a 
process 
The process 
model 
The logical 
model 
The students' learning 
experience  
Critical Curriculum as 
praxis 
A dynamic and 
interactive process 
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2.6 CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT IN THE NON-WESTERN CONTEXT 
While curriculum and curriculum development are well-researched topics in Western 
literature, there is very little research in this area emanating from South East Asia 
and developing countries. Most research on higher education curriculum in Asian 
countries seem to focus on internationalisation and globalisation of curriculum in 
higher education institutions rather than the perceptions and processes undertaken by 
the stakeholders. Global recession and regional integration are indicated as 
increasing influences on education reform and development in some Asian countries 
Postiglione (2011), and massification and globalisation have become "two mega-
trends" (Shin & Harman, 2009, p. 1) in modern higher education in Asia.  
Deficiency in funding for research is considered a major cause for the absence 
of research. According to Postiglione (2011), the most costly element of higher 
education is for funds for research. That explains why developing countries face 
significant difficulty in developing research universities (Shin & Harman, 2009), and 
"the research intensity is closely related to per capita GDP and Human Development 
Index" (Hien, 2010p. 623). Even in countries with a stronger economy such as China 
and India, funding for higher education, including research funding, has not 
increased much though the number of student enrolment has grown dramatically 
(Kapur & Crowley, 2008, p.72).  
In relation to lack of sources for research in developing countries, Kapur and 
Crowley (2008) highlight that "problems are severely compounded by the lack of 
data on virtually all aspects of higher education. There is very little comparative and 
international data on developing countries that could help shape goals and allocate 
resources" (p. 89). Consequently, scholars in those countries could have researched 
the topics and presented them elsewhere but very few findings from those researches 
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have been published online, and are not accessible. Even in Singapore, a developed 
country in Asia, very little research on curriculum has been found, especially at the 
level of higher education (Sng, 2008). 
In Vietnam, the lack of published journal articles is a consequence of teaching-
based higher education rather than a research-oriented approach (Hien, 2010). Also, 
it can be speculated that Vietnamese higher education is in a transition phase and 
while a research culture is emerging there is yet to be significant publication of 
research in Western journals. Hien (2010) stresses that "the inadequacy of 
government policy and a lack of investment in research and training capacity" (p. 
622) are the major causes of the research weakness in Vietnamese higher education 
institutions. Empirical studies related to curriculum matters that have been published 
recently address employability and higher education curriculum (Tran, 2013) and the 
management of higher education curriculum development (Do, 2013). Curriculum 
and curriculum development in higher education in the Vietnamese context are 
examined in Chapter 3.  
2.7 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
This chapter presented a range of theories that have contributed to the literature of 
curriculum and curriculum development. Review of these theories suggests that an 
approach to curriculum development consists of curriculum understandings, 
processes of curriculum development, a value system for making decisions, and 
principal assumptions about the world (Marsh & Willis, 2007). Each approach offers 
us a different way of understanding curriculum and curriculum development process. 
This review also identified that different educational beliefs and philosophies 
alter how curriculum development is approached. One approach can be distinguished 
from another based on five features: the underlying assumptions, the nature of 
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knowledge, process of curriculum development, participants and their roles, purposes 
of curriculum. Four approaches to curriculum development in higher education have 
been identified: the academic or discipline-based; the social efficiency; the 
experiential or learner-centred, and the critical approaches.  
An approach to curriculum necessarily consists of curriculum understandings 
and curriculum development processes that are contextually shaped. Values and 
assumptions, about what is regarded as knowledge underpin the purpose of a 
curriculum. Planning and implementation are informed by policies that are directed 
at ensuring the faithful transmission of those values that underpin the curriculum. 
This chapter has also introduced and synthesised common ways of 
understanding school-based curriculum: curriculum as a product, curriculum as a 
process, and curriculum as praxis. Three models of curriculum development aligned 
with the approaches to curriculum development have been highlighted. They are the 
product model, the process model, and the logical model for curriculum development. 
In the higher education context, Fraser and Bosanquet (2006) have identified 
four major understandings of curriculum, which include curriculum as: the structure 
and content of a unit (subject); the structure and content of a program of study; the 
students’ experience of learning; and a dynamic and interactive process of teaching 
and learning. The links between these understandings and theory of knowledge-
constitutive interests (Habermas, 1972) have been specified, consisting of the 
technical interest, practical (communicative) interest and emancipatory interest 
respectively (Fraser & Bosanquet, 2006). In this chapter curriculum development in 
language teaching has been reviewed. A definition of curriculum development has been 
proposed based on the specialised field of language teaching and learning. 
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A conceptual framework has been developed to highlight an approach to 
curriculum based on the five central features (as shown in Figure 2.6).  
 
Figure 2.6. Conceptual framework 
 
The interrelated construct shown in the conceptual framework is both a brief 
summary of the literature related to the approaches to curriculum development, and a 
guide for the present study. The key concepts in Figure 2.6 and their links are 
valuable to address the central research question, which seeks to inquire into the 
approaches to curriculum development in higher education. 
Nevertheless, the constructs of approaches to curriculum development that are 
proposed for this conceptual framework are drawn from a Western perspective. They 
are presented as fairly neutral, de-contextualised frameworks. The focus of this study 
is on higher education curriculum in Vietnam and therefore it is necessary to analyse 
the Vietnamese higher education context. A question raised is whether the values, 
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beliefs and ideologies of curriculum and curriculum development formed from a 
Western perspective are supported or challenged in Vietnamese context? The 
concept of context refers to Vietnamese rich, eventful history, cultures, and politics 
including higher education management is intensively discussed in the following 
chapter to complete the picture. 
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Chapter 3: The Vietnamese Context  
The Vietnamese have a wonderful analogy about themselves. They are like a 
country house with an open door located on each of its four walls. The wind 
can blow in from any direction and when it has abated, the house still stands 
and retains none of the wind. Invaders have come from many directions but, 
through it all, Vietnam has retained its own national characteristics (Ellis, 
1995, p. 27). 
Vietnam has a long history dating back to the Bronze Age (3,000 years ago), but 
characterised by periods of domination by an array of invaders who brought with 
them different cultural, religious and political beliefs. These influences have 
impacted on education, beliefs about educational practices and pedagogy, including 
curriculum and its development. There is limited research into the Vietnamese 
context in relation to these beliefs. The chequered history in education has led to a 
state of crisis particularly in higher education (Vallely & Wikinson, 2008). 
Therefore, to situate the current research, this section examines the context of 
Vietnamese higher education curriculum development from historical, cultural and 
managerial perspectives, and points to gaps in the literature related to curriculum and 
curriculum development. It will demonstrate the need for this research to address 
these gaps, and to enable voices from Vietnam to be heard. 
3.1 HISTORICAL INFLUENCES 
The Vietnamese education system has been shaped and reshaped by numerous 
influences and foreign assimilation, namely Chinese, French, American, and 
Russian. These influences, particularly those of more recent history, have impacted 
the systematic development of the educational system (Brooks, 2010). Vietnamese 
history is divided into six major eventful periods, which are:  
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1. Feudalism and the Chinese occupation (111BC to 1858) 
2. French colonialism (1858 to 1945);  
3. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam and the Indochina War (1945 to 1954);  
4. The Vietnam - America war (from 1954 to 1975)
7
;  
5. Socialism (1975 to 1986); and  
6. Doi Moi [Renovation] (1986 to present).  
Each period characterised its educational system in different ways, but there 
has been no direct research on the influences of these historical happenings on 
curriculum and its development. Nonetheless, the impact of historical and political 
events on the educational system are evident, in that each played a major role in 
forming the educational system as it is today. It can be argued that if education is 
organised by the state, the dominant power will organise education in accordance 
with their economic and political ideals. 
3.1.1 Feudalism and Chinese Domination 
Vietnamese culture and formal education were strongly influenced by the 
millennium of Chinese domination (111 BC to 939 AD). Before the Chinese invasion 
and domination, Vietnam was an independent country with its own language. 
Chinese philosophies of Confucianism and Taoism blended with the nation-wide 
religion, Buddhism, and left certain impacts on the notion of learning and education 
(Doan, 2005; Ellis, 1995).  
                                                 
 
7
 The Geneva Conference of 1954 divided Vietnam into two. In the South, the government was 
American supported. Some called this period the Cold War, or Years of Temporary Separation (World 
Bank, 2006), some used the term American War (Wright, 2001).  
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The most visible effect still in evidence today is a top-down education 
approach, in which teachers are the most dominant figures in the classroom. The 
language of instruction was first transcribed from Chinese characters, but was 
developed into a unique system of Vietnamese characters called Nôm. However, the 
procedures for training people and appointing mandarins (bureaucrat scholars) to 
positions in the civil service through a national examination were almost the same as 
those used in China (Fry, 2009; Marginson, 2011). For example, in 1070 the Temple 
of Literature, the first university in Vietnam, was established to train scholars, and to 
select feudal mandarins (Fry, 2009). Furthermore, textbooks were developed solely by 
scholars, and their content was seen as golden rules that students are required to observe.  
The successful marriage of Confucianism and Buddhism has influenced 
Vietnamese culture. While Confucianism normally functions to keep the orders of 
society and to serve the rulers, Buddhism aims to educate the populace. Distinctive 
beliefs from these two philosophies were interwoven and had particular impacts on 
education and pedagogy, including curriculum. These influences will be discussed 
further in the section on cultural features (see Section 3.2).  
3.1.2 French Colonialism 
Though French colonialism in Vietnam lasted for nearly 100 years, only one tenth of 
the Chinese domination (around 1,000 years), the effects it left on education were 
enormous. It was not until missionaries from Europe arrived in Vietnam in the 
sixteenth century that Chinese influences were challenged by Western cultures 
(Wright, 2001). By 1887, the French dominated most of modern Vietnam and Laos. 
French colonists applied a policy of assimilation and of direct rule (Doan, 2005; 
Wright, 2001), implementing different reforms, which included educational reform 
(Ellis, 1995). Vietnamese people developed a Romanised Vietnamese script called 
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Quốc Ngữ with the assistance of Western missionaries. Jesuit Alexandre de Rhodes 
(Pham, 1998), had a lasting impact marked by the edition of the Dictionarium 
Annamiticum, Luritanum et Iatinum in 1651 (Nguyen, 1992). One of the remarkable 
changes in education was the use of Quốc Ngữ as the official language in 1919 (Fry, 
2009). As a result of these policies, the old Mandarin classes and Confucian thoughts 
gave way to "the new elite of French speaking Vietnamese administrators" (Wright, 
2001, p. 229). 
The Vietnamese educational system underwent a radical revolution, adopting 
the French language for a limited number of people. One or two gifted children were 
selected from each commune to follow the new program in Quoc Ngu or French. 
Since the rulers needed a larger workforce for the colonial economy, education 
mainly focused on primary schools and some technical training colleges. Higher 
education remained marginal. It was not until 1919 that the first university level, 
Natural Science Faculty was formed, followed by a Medical Faculty in 1923 (Fry, 
2009; Wright, 2001). The same curriculum as in the mother country was delivered 
"with the same rigor, to the same standards, and leading to competition in the same 
examinations" (Wright, 2001, p. 231), marking a drastic change from Oriental to 
Western models in the educational curriculum.  
Though French colonialism and the new style of education marked the end of 
the old Mandarin system, the two systems shared an elitist model. Few could access 
education, which aimed at choosing the best people for the regimes (Wright, 2001). 
Under the French model, Indo-China including Vietnam was provided with a highly 
centralised education system. Both the materials used in the classroom and the 
teaching methods were closely controlled. Cooper (2004) described the system as 
follows: 
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An Office of Public Instruction supervised the hiring of teachers, their 
performance, commissioned textbooks, drew up lists of texts permissable 
[sic] for use in classrooms, published curriculum guides, inspected schools 
and set exams. A series of initiatives was implemented to create publications 
aimed at indigenous teachers in Franco-Indo-Chinese schools. (p. 137)  
French colonists' imprints can still be found in several famous infrastructures in 
Vietnam. Yet, whether the impact of French colonialism on pedagogy and 
curriculum prevailed in the country, or not, is a subject for further examination.  
3.1.3 Democratic Republic of Vietnam and the Indochina War 
As a consequence of French colonialism since 1858, the people of Vietnam were 
pushed to the extreme of hunger and illiteracy, and education was almost eradicated 
during this turbulence. Before the August Revolution (August 1945), Vietnam was in 
a chaotic state of fighting involving different forces: French colonists, Japanese 
invaders, Chinese invaders, and communist Viet Minh guerrillas (Nguyen, 1976). 
Wars broke out throughout the country. By August 1945 more than 2 million people 
were suffering from starvation; most were illiterate as a consequence of the war (Fry, 
2009; World Bank, 2006). During the period from 1945 to 1954, the country was 
divided into two parts. In the north, Uncle Ho initiated a move to eradicate illiteracy 
and hunger (Ashwill & Diep, 2011; World Bank, 2006). The movement was called 
basic education for all. In the South, under the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
(DRV), education took place in harsh conditions amid the gunfire of nationalist 
struggles against Japan, and then France, for independence (Doan, 2005).  
Higher education was very much limited during this time. Three colleges, 
(medicine, pharmacy, and pedagogy) were established in the north of the country 
(Fry, 2009; World Bank, 2006). The first legal framework for Vietnamese 
educational policies was issued. The framework specified three basic principles of 
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the education system: "national, scientific and popular" (World Bank, 2006, p. 3). 
Higher education was identified as the third level, and Vietnamese was chosen as the 
language of instruction, replacing French in all universities. In areas that temporarily 
remained under French occupation, the French-styled educational system was 
maintained, and the curriculum was strongly influenced by French education. 
However, there was a decrease in the domination of colonial education and the 
Vietnamese language gradually replaced French in schools (World Bank, 2006). 
Since there was very little investment in higher education for nearly a century of 
French rule, Vietnamese higher education was regressive compared with other 
countries. As a result of the French colonial regime, the wave of institutional 
innovation in higher education swept past Vietnam, during the early 20th century 
(Vallely & Wilkinson, 2008).  
3.1.4 The Vietnam - American War  
When the country was separated and ruled by different political beliefs, education 
was managed and developed in different ways. In 1954, after the Dien Bien Phu 
victory over the French settlements, the Geneva Convention once again divided 
Vietnam into two parts: the North was controlled by the communist government and 
the South controlled by a Pro-French government (and later, a Pro-American Sai Gon 
government). Each region developed and managed its own educational models. The 
system in the North was developed from the model of the former USSR and reflected 
the highly centralised Soviet influence (Johnson, 2008). This feature was similar to 
that of the French education system. Meanwhile the system in the South was based 
on the earlier French colonial model, which was later strongly influenced by the US 
model (Fry, 2009; Tran, 2003; World Bank, 2006). 
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Apart from different or opposing political viewpoints, these influences on 
education in each part of the divided country contrasted deeply. In the North, the 
government carried out the second education reform, aiming at training and fostering 
young people to become “people who had all-round development in all aspects, and 
were good citizens and officials” (World Bank, 2006, p. 5). Educational content was 
embedded with moral, intellectual, physical and aesthetic qualities in order to link 
theory and practice. There was an attempt to include extra-curricular activities to 
develop the students' personality and general education schools took the form of a 
ten-year system similar to the USSR model (World Bank, 2006). As "the education 
program was part of wider social-political-economic policies, rather than as a means 
for economic purposes" (Tran, 2003), to meet the social demands of the workforce, 
higher education expanded its focus from science and engineering to include teacher 
training and agriculture (Tran, 2003; World Bank, 2006). At the same time, 
vocational schools were formed to train and provide human resources as required 
(World Bank, 2006).  
In the South, as the American army took power, education transitioned from 
European and French-influenced models to a North American-dominated model. 
General education lasted 12 years and included many streams which offered students 
more choice for further study or work. Vocational education was strongly developed 
and educational activities concentrated on meeting the demands of human resource 
training. Higher education focused more on academic rather than practice-oriented 
subjects, with an emphasis on fundamental sciences, law, economics and 
administration. Universities of engineering, technology, and agriculture and forestry 
were slowly developing (World Bank, 2006). While French colonialism concentrated 
on elitist-based outcomes (World Bank, 2006; Wright, 2001), the American model 
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was more egalitarian in terms of access and progression, which helped to "win the 
hearts and minds of the people", and the education system supported the South 
Vietnamese government (Fry, 2009, p. 206). The most distinguishing feature was 
that higher education institutions in the North were mono-disciplinary and controlled 
by the state, while in the South, higher education institutions diversified to include 
multidisciplinary public universities and specialised private universities. These 
universities were operated by various religious groups, community colleges at the 
provincial level, and there was even a Polytechnic University (Tran, 2003).  
Education and curriculum were managed and developed in two opposing 
directions: socialism versus capitalism. This led to different educational beliefs with 
distinctive views of pedagogy and curriculum in the North and the South.    
3.1.5 Post War 
Reunification, after the war, by no means signalled an agreement on educational 
beliefs, and curriculum. Characterised by a highly centralised management system, 
post 1975 the Vietnamese educational system was unified nation-wide for the first 
time in national history. Reforms followed the Soviet education model (Doan, 2005; 
Fry, 2009; Kelly, 2008) which was very influential in Southeast Asian countries like 
Vietnam and Cambodia (Lee, 2007). However, educational management was also 
influenced by French colonialism (Cooper, 2004). The system allowed higher 
education institutions in Vietnam to organise themselves as mono-disciplinary 
institutions. Links between teaching and research were seldom emphasised (Kelly, 
2008). The establishment of some specialised universities was encouraged (World 
Bank, 2006). During this period higher education management underwent many 
changes.  
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Before 1987, there was shared responsibility for the provision of educational 
services in Vietnam between three agencies, namely, the Ministry of Education, the 
General Department for Vocational Training, and the Ministry of Higher and 
Secondary Technical Education. The two latter bodies merged to form the Ministry 
of Higher, Technical and Vocational Education, and in 1990, a single ministry - the 
Ministry of Education and Training (MoET) (Kelly, 2008). 
Curriculum was not directly defined but referred to as education content. It 
emphasised “improving the quality of comprehensive education, and producing a 
new type of worker who were masters and able to shoulder the cause of people’s 
socialism construction” (World Bank, 2006, p. 8). Educational principles encouraged 
a linkage between learning and practice, education and work, and the relationship 
between schools and society. The report by the World Bank (2006) accredited the 
reformed curriculum, because of its more modern features, which planned for the 
necessary conditions to enhance the quality of education. The newly-reformed 
education system faced many problems, however, such as curriculum management 
and quality assurance (World Bank, 2006). 
3.1.6 The Doi Moi Period 
The urge for change marked a significant milestone in the history of the country, 
especially education. When the Soviet Union began perestroika in the 1980s, the 
impact of restructures of the political and economic system was felt in Vietnam. At 
its Sixth Congress in December 1986, the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) 
proposed the Doi Moi policy, literally meaning making a change. The policy brought 
changes in the economy, politics and society. These changes resulted in the renewal 
of the education system, which was considered to need "tremendous reforms" (Doan, 
2005). Vietnamese higher education thus experienced dramatic reforms and changes 
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corresponding to the reforms of politics and economic policy (Fry, 2009; Harman, 
Hayden, & Pham, 2010; Hayden & Lam, 2007).  
For vocational education, the most noticeable change was seen in the control of 
vocational and technical education being transferred from MoET to the Ministry of 
Labour, War Invalids and Social Affairs (MoLISA), according to the Prime 
Minister's decree in 1998 (Kelly, 2008). The focus of training human resources was 
transformed from a state-owned and collective sector orientation, to meeting the 
demands of a market economy. Vocational institutions were established in a variety 
of forms: semi-public, or private, rather than state-controlled. Students were no 
longer sponsored but were required to pay a part or all of their tuition. More 
vocational skills were integrated in teaching programs to create a practical vocational 
curriculum (World Bank, 2006).  
Higher education experienced similar changes in terms of a shift from state 
sponsored to individual contribution, and in diversification of the forms of 
institutions (Doan, 2005; World Bank, 2006). Curricula, which used to be rigid 
training programs, became more flexible and diversified to meet employment 
requirements and to improve opportunities for employability (World Bank, 2006). 
There were attempts to enhance teaching and learning quality by improving the 
procedures of assessment and testing. Significant changes were described as 
institutions shifted from the single-field, mono-disciplinary convention based on the 
former Soviet model of higher education, into multi-disciplinary universities (Ngo, 
2006). In terms of management, educational policies tended to decentralise and 
reduce the roles of MoET in both financial and academic matters, and to increase 
institutional autonomy at the same time (World Bank, 2006). A resolution on 
modernising the higher education system was approved in 2005, in the light of the 
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Higher Education Reform Agenda (HERA)
8
 - vision to 2020. This resolution is 
considered a break-through in the higher education innovation process (Hayden & 
Lam, 2007). Most recently, the Higher Education Law 2005 was approved to 
regulate and formalise the operation of higher education institutions. Curriculum and 
curriculum development have subsequently entered a new era since then. This issue 
will be elaborated in Section 3.3. 
In conclusion, it is hard to distinguish which external influence is more 
powerful than others. Chinese impacts on education, for example, succeeded to that 
of the Vietnamese feudalism long after the domination ended in 938 A.D as 
"different Vietnamese dynasties still maintained with adaptations of the 'Chinese-
inspired mechanism'" (Vu & Marginson, 2014, p. 156). Specifically, Confucian 
teachings can be found as short slogans in Vietnamese classrooms elsewhere. Soviet 
ideology has, without doubt, had a profound and a distinctive impact on the 
education system in Vietnam. However, the "legacies of the French education system 
in Vietnam were longer lasting than the authorities it had set up" (Vu & Marginson, 
2014, p. 157).  So, it can be concluded that the Vietnamese education, and higher 
education in particular, "has grappled with the legacy left by a Confucian heritage, 
colonialism and socialism" (George, 2014, p. 110). 
The historical influence on Vietnamese higher education is an important part of 
this study in several ways. First, the Vietnamese educational system has evolved 
under the impact of different foreign influences as George (2014) considers it is "a 
complex interplay between Vietnamese nationalist aspirations" (p. 93) and the 
outside world. It is idiosyncratic because it is like a patchwork of different 
                                                 
 
8
 See Higher Education Reform Agenda (Resolution 14/2005/NQ-CP) dated 2 November 2005 (The 
Socialist Repbublic of Vietnam, 2005) 
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educational philosophies and theories borrowed from the East and the West. Due to 
such a difference, the Vietnamese education system is still "waiting for a clearly 
defined philosophy of education" (Tran, et al. 2014, p. 92). One typical characteristic 
of the education system is "policy borrowing" (Vu & Marginson, 2014, p. 152) in 
different levels: government- government, government- international agency, and 
institution levels.     
Second, compared with Chinese domination, the French colonialist period was 
brief. However, the French impact on the higher education system including its 
curriculum is more noticeable in terms of a highly centralised management. The 
management blueprint was further strengthened by Soviet ideology. Accordingly, 
curricula were interpreted as what and how to teach, with strict controls.  
Third, there was a conflict in the curriculum itself in terms of its focus. Under the 
Soviet model, curricula focused on the integration of politics and theoretical 
knowledge. Under the American system, the curriculum was required to be practical 
and realistic, that is preparing students for knowledge and skills that can be used after 
graduating, meeting the requirements of jobs. Since the battle between theoretical 
focus and practical aims is not over, Doi Moi policies have also called for a link 
between learning and practice. Finally, there is now a tendency towards 
decentralisation, empowering higher education institutions, and providing increased 
autonomy.  Hence there is a dilemma that many lecturers must face if they are 
involved in curriculum development. The MoET and institutional staff may be in 
conflict in their beliefs about the focus of the Doi Moi reforms. Politicians may be 
looking for a change that positions Vietnam economically in a globalised world 
whereas teaching staff may be more grounded in their own histories of learning and 
teaching and inherited beliefs about the purpose of education. 
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3.2 CULTURAL INFLUENCES 
One of the distinguishing features of Vietnamese culture is a blend of Confucianism, 
and Buddhism. This blend has played a crucial role in shaping the culture, and has 
been a powerful influence on education (Doan, 2005; Ellis, 1995; Jamieson, 1993). 
Buddhism is now one of major religions in the country, while the Confucian legacy 
seems to present in everyday life since "there is a strong normative commitment to 
schooling and respect for the teaching profession" (Marginson, 2011, p. 605). 
Buddhist philosophy and Confucian theories have become integral to Vietnamese 
culture, and are sometimes taken for granted. These values and assumptions are "the 
inner layer of core cultural assumptions" (Dorner & Gorman, 2006, p. 281). This 
section examines the influences that Buddhism and Confucianism might have on 
education in general, and curriculum in particular.  
3.2.1 Buddhism 
Buddhism laid the foundation stone for Vietnamese education and people's learning. 
Buddhist clergy were claimed to be responsible for educating people in the second 
century A.D, including teaching Confucian thoughts (Nguyen, 1976; Nguyen, 1997). 
The impact of Buddhism on education is undeniable, as Dong (2003) states that: 
Buddhism is an education that will enable us to attain truth, virtue, beauty, 
wisdom and genuine eternal happiness. Buddhism inspires self-discipline, 
initiative, compassion, tolerance, giving and so on of both teacher and student. 
It will be an excellent educational model to the current reform of education 
system. (p. 292) 
.Dong (2003) identifies the aim of Buddhist education as helping people to 
achieve freedom of spirit, emotion, and intellectuality, thus attaining ultimate 
wisdom. Three different aspects, faith, understanding, and practice, form the basis of 
Buddhist education. Dong notes the similarities between this process and what 
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Thomas Groome (as cited in Dong, 2003) observes about education as cognitive, 
affective, and behavioural. Cognitive is similar to the Buddhist concept of 
intellectuality, affective and behavioural can be compared with emotions and ethical 
morality respectively. 
Buddhism has made an important contribution and has been integrated with 
educational curricula. This religion actually comprises the innumerable aspects and 
forms of the world and natural phenomena, including a living act of compassion, our 
own awareness about the world around us (Dong, 2003). Based on the principle of 
self-realisation, the teaching of Buddhism starts with one's doubt. The traditional 
method emphasised transmission from teacher to students, while contemporary 
education stresses inspiring interest and guidance. Thus, Dong (2003) concludes that 
"Buddhist process and method of education is not fixed but quite resilient. It requires 
Buddhism to experiment with ever-new approaches to education" (Dong, 2003, p. 289).  
Discussing the influences of Buddhism on Asian education, Chang (2010) 
explains the emphasis of Buddhism from a learning perspective, characterises 
education as the learners’ intentional activity. Chang further describes that the whole 
system of Buddhist practice is simply a system of instruction and methods planned to 
enable students to achieve enlightenment, that is, to see reality at its clearest. Realising 
prior knowledge and learning preconditions of students, Buddhist teachings tailor 
teaching methods in response to the diversity of students (Chang, 2010).  
Buddhism in Japan, according to Koichi (2009), proposes an approach of 
learning by practice which is implemented by Tohoku Fukushi University in Japan. 
In this approach, theoretical knowledge and practical skills are essential for personal 
growth. As such, intercommunication between students, teachers, researchers, 
practitioners and the community is facilitated. Moreover, practice is necessarily an 
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integral part in learning, and enhancing the personality development process (Koichi, 
2009). 
From a Thai perspective, Buddhist philosophy, with its social functions, is 
believed to "prepare people to be good members of society, train people to be well-
developed human beings according to the doctrines and beliefs upheld by the people 
of that society, and enrich wisdom" (Wit, 2003, p. 159). Therefore, Wit (2003) 
argues children should be taught how to inquire so that they may find the truth. 
Accordingly, learners need to be encouraged to take action to enable reforms. He 
relates social functions performed by Buddhism to curriculum and pedagogy in 
higher education: 
Universities are the places for people interested in knowledge for its own 
sake, the sources of academic learning that broadens world views to reveal 
different dimensions of life, society and the world, such as science, 
economics, social studies, literature, arts, and religion. (Wit, 2003, p. 183) 
The impact of Buddhism on education is vastly different in the Vietnamese 
situation. Tho (2005), who works for the Institute of Philosophy - Vietnam Academy 
of Social Sciences, argues that Vietnamese Buddhism does not lend itself to politics 
or socio-economics. Rather, it must "try to build up spiritual conditions by ethics and 
religious belief" for life in harmony (section 3, par. 3), and "Buddhist thought and 
market economy are opposites, because Buddhism resists hedonistism [sic] and never 
encourages achievement of wealth" (section 3, par. 4). The practice, if any, is 
developing internal values without any social reforms (Tho, 2005).  
Moreover, in a study titled Print and Power, the historian McHale (2004) 
highlighted the vibrant use of printed matter in influencing public thought. He noted 
that: "popular Buddhism increasingly relied on texts as well, ... These texts included 
simple catechisms, poetry on Buddhist themes, and fragments of the basic texts of 
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Vietnamese Buddhism" (McHale, 2004, p. 145). The simple catechisms, and poetry 
on Buddhist themes, in my experience, were usually stories about Buddhist legends, 
good examples of behaviour towards parents, relatives, human beings, and living 
creatures. Print texts were not always affordable for the masses. Further, illiteracy 
was a serious problem in Vietnam for centuries. Thus, the transmission of the 
Dharma (the Buddhist teaching of the Natural Laws) was dependent on a 
combination of text, oral practice and ritual, with emphasis on the oral (McHale, 
2004). In short, oral explanation was a useful way of educating people. It was illustrated 
with examples. Buddhist philosophy was simplified and integrated with moral lessons, 
orienting people towards honesty and kind behaviour.  
Vietnamese Buddhist influences have had undeniable influences on the 
development of curricula. First, knowledge is viewed as independent from learners, 
as something out there, printed in books, mastered by scholars, and the outcome of 
learning is enlightening one's mind. Second, the role of the teacher is to explain 
difficult concepts to students with illustrations and examples. In other words, 
knowledge is transmitted from the knower to the ignorant. Third, memorising oral 
knowledge is a common way of learning which later leads to the domination of rote 
learning in Vietnamese culture.  
3.2.2 Confucianism 
Vietnam is one of many Asian countries strongly influenced by Confucianism. Its 
greatest impact is on education, learning, and respect for teachers, as well as the way 
that society views education (Doan, 2005; Fry, 2009; Marginson, 2011; Oliver, 
2004). Education is highly valued in Vietnamese culture. An example can be seen 
now in the Temple of Literature in Hanoi, built in 1070 in honour of Confucius and 
his followers, the site of the country's first university, and the pride of the 
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Vietnamese people in a highly-civilised culture (Fry, 2009). The great value placed 
on education unsurprisingly stretches to higher education. Every year in Vietnam an 
increasing portion of students are taking entrance exams to enrol in university. 
Education is considered the most reliable path to a successful life (Nguyen, 2003), 
and graduating from university, in many Vietnamese people's opinion, can make 
their life better, can help them earn more and especially gain more respect from 
others (Ashwill & Diep, 2011). 
Though the term curriculum did not appear in Feudal education when 
Confucianism was popular, teaching content and pedagogy were well established. 
Confucianism gave a clear description of education and learning in terms of what to 
learn, how to learn, and the roles of learners and teachers. In terms of the content, 
Confucius considered knowledge as an "indispensable treasure" which lies in "sacred 
texts and the rules of virtue and propriety" (Shinn, 1997, p. 3). Trí, one of the five 
qualities of the respectful man, relates to opportunities and capacities of learning 
(Pham, 1994). Men were privileged and expected to learn Confucian thoughts and 
the principles of self-disciplined virtues, respecting social order and political 
harmony (Doan, 2005; Nguyen, 1976). They were also required to learn about 
"humanity, personality, charity, rites, a little science, and morale" (Nguyen, 1976). 
Among these qualities, humanity or ren was considered the core idea of Confucian 
philosophy, meaning to love people. The content was integrated with moral lessons 
about humanistic values, advocating for human compassion (Low, 2010). Such 
integration left a strong influence on later curriculum, aiming at not only informing 
knowledge, but also teaching morals and ethics, giving rules to live by and furnishing 
principles of conduct (Nguyen, 1975). 
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Methods for learning, students' roles and a reverent attitude toward books and 
texts were clearly identified in Confucian classes. Apart from learning how to read 
and write, children were asked to memorise classical texts by heart. Later, they were 
required to make poems and write essays on the topics of Confucian philosophy in 
order to prepare for the national examination (Nguyen, 1975). When venerable 
teachers made their commentaries on the texts, or had their disciples read their best 
compositions in front of hundreds of people of all ages, the meeting was more like an 
academic assembly than a class (Nguyen, 1975). Regardless of different 
backgrounds, learners had to follow the same procedures, to learn by heart the same 
texts, in order to achieve a common goal: passing the national examination, and 
being selected for the feudal government (Nguyen, 1975). Texts and textbooks, then, 
were undebatable and the knowledge from the textbooks was the ultimate truth.  
Many aspects of Confucian philosophy concerned teacher's roles and the 
relationship between teachers and students. Teachers were respected not only for 
their wisdom, but also for their good behaviour. They were responsible for 
transferring knowledge and shaping students' behaviour especially in relation to 
etiquette and politeness (Nguyen, 1976). In Vietnamese custom, it is a well-known 
fact that teachers come second in the ranking of King, Teacher, and Father. Teachers 
used to be the representatives of knowledge and norms. Teaching methods were 
universal and teacher-centred. Students passively listened and made notes from 
teachers' explanations or comments. It was rude to interrupt and question teachers 
(Nguyen, 1975). This way of teaching and learning historically dominated Vietnam 
education, and still prevails in parts of the country.  
Though Confucian education was evidently teacher-focused, student-
centeredness was at times embedded. For instance, Low (2010) exposed some 
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valuable lessons from Confucian philosophy about teaching and learning. She cites a 
Confucian statement that those who can gain new insights from reflecting on what 
has been learnt can become teachers. Another Confucian principle of teaching is 
delivering and teaching according to students' needs (Low, 2010). Moreover, 
according to Confucian theory, teachers need to empathise, understand students and 
facilitate their achievement of deliberate learning goals by providing an environment 
conducive to learning and motivation (Low, 2010).  
As mentioned earlier that Vietnamese culture is characterised by the blend 
between Buddhism and Confucianism. Confucianism and Buddhism share a bilateral 
relationship that influences each other. In short, the effects of Confucianism can be 
seen as:  
(a) a focus on texts and reading comprehension,  
(b) use of memorisation and rote learning as the basic technique of acquisition,  
(c) more concentration on meaning than communication, and  
(d) teachers' authority and students' passive role (Rao, 1996).  
Furthermore, learning goals are pre-specified and universal for all students, that 
is, passing the national examination and getting a position in the feudal regime 
(Nguyen, 1975). In terms of management, Marginson (2011) points out that 
Confucian education emphasises the social and institutional hierarchy more than 
institutional autonomy and the decentralization of management. Those influences can 
be found in Buddhism as well. Thus, students are excluded from the curriculum 
development process. Examinations mainly focus on testing students’ memory of 
taught content and principles. There is a tendency toward integration of knowledge 
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and ways of behaviour in the curriculum; moral lessons or hidden messages are 
drawn at the end of any unit.  
These influences are closely related to the research questions related to the 
understandings held by of staff and students at the University about curriculum. It is 
proposed, that teachers' beliefs about learning and curriculum will be influenced by 
the extent of their philosophical beliefs drawn from Buddhism or Confucianism, and 
by what staff and students value as knowledge. These issues are re-examined and 
compared with the findings to identify any influences or links that might exist. 
3.3 MANAGERIAL ISSUES 
In a report by MoET on the development of the higher education system (MoET, 
2009) the management of higher education was specified as a weakness. Actually, 
"profound governance failure" (Vallely & Wikinson, 2008, p. 3) was seen as the 
most pressing cause of the Vietnamese higher education crisis. This problem was 
confirmed again in the Directive on renovating higher education management by the 
Prime Minister (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2010). This section analyses the 
managerial issues related to higher education curriculum development. It begins by 
examining the political influences on higher education management, followed by a 
discussion of institutional autonomy and curriculum development in higher 
education. The section is mapped as in Figure 3.1:  
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Figure 3.1. Flowchart guiding the analysis of management issues 
3.3.1 Political Influences 
Political influences on Vietnamese higher education are extensive. The country is 
well-known for its social resilience and political determination (Hayden & Lam, 
2007). The Socialist Republic of Vietnam is a one-party state dominated by 
Communist politics, in particular, the ideals of Marxism- Leninism, and the thoughts 
of Ho Chi Minh (Fry, 2009; Hayden & Lam, 2007). Decisions made by the Party can 
change the whole educational system. A critical reform was made in 1986 at the sixth 
Congress of the Communist Party of Vietnam when the Doi Moi policy [policy of 
renovation] was issued (Mason, 2001). Later, at the seventh Party Congress in 1991, 
education was declared the first national priority policy for country development 
(Fry, 2009; Oliver, 2004). In 2005, the law of education was amended from its 
former 1998 version (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005b). All these 
milestones resulted in drastic changes to Vietnamese education in general and higher 
102 
education in particular. This section analyses the influence theses policies and 
ideologies have had on higher education and curriculum development.  
Political ideologies have affected higher education curriculum in different 
ways, including objectives and teaching content. One example of such interference is 
illustrated in the content requirements of higher education. Students are required to 
"have modern and developmental characteristics, ensuring a rational balance between 
basic knowledge, foreign languages and information technology, professional 
knowledge and subjects in Marxism-Leninism and Ho Chi Minh Thoughts" (The 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005b, p. 16). As a result of this, Marxist theories and 
ideologies and Ho Chi Minh thoughts are compulsory and account for 12% of the 
total instruction in undergraduate and postgraduate curriculum (Dao & Hayden, 
2010; Doan, 2005; Fry, 2009). Another example of political influences can be found 
in the objectives set for higher education in which learners are expected to obtain 
"political and moral qualities" (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005b, p. 16).  
In addition, when researching quality assurance in higher education in 
developing countries, Lim (1999) recognises that in these countries, political 
intervention in the affairs of universities was so considerable that it reduced 
academic freedom for staff and students. Lim takes Vietnam as a typical example of 
the case, and stated that “political interference makes the search for truth, especially 
in the social sciences, unattractive, and promotion by political or social connection 
discourages the pursuit of excellence in teaching and research” (p. 5). 
3.3.2 Higher Education Management 
The higher education system exists under a complicated cross-management process 
controlled by several ministries. At the ministerial level, the management of higher 
education is highly complex since 13 different ministries are responsible for 
  103 
controlling the public higher education institutions on behalf of the State. This model 
of management is called line-management (Dao & Hayden, 2010; Hayden & Lam, 
2007; Hayden & Lam, 2010). Five of the 13 ministries mentioned above hold 
regulatory responsibilities across the system. These are the Ministry of Education 
and Training, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Planning and Investment, the 
Ministry of Home Affairs and the Ministry of Science and Technology. These 
ministries are considered advisers to the Government of Vietnam about policies for 
the higher education system, plans for finance, for labour force, and governance 
protocols (Hayden & Lam, 2007).  
There were attempts to diminish the line-management system and bring all 
public-sector universities and colleges under the control of MoET. However, the 
situation has not changed much (Dao & Hayden, 2010; Hayden & Lam, 2007), 
although the Ministry of Education and Training (MoET) is the most authoritative 
(Hayden & Lam, 2007). MoET is responsible for not only planning and directing 
Vietnam's system of education and training, but also for many aspects of curriculum 
development and material production (Kelly, 2008), including approving new 
courses and education programs, developing examination statutes, and conferring 
degrees (Oliver, 2004). 
Adding to the complication, Vietnamese higher education institutions are 
simultaneously ruled by the Communist Party, and dominated by provincial 
governments. According to Hayden and Lam (2007), though reformed in the 1980s, 
higher education management still resembles the Soviet model which is strongly 
centralised and gives very little autonomy. At that time (during the 1980s) any 
individual ministries and provincial governments could form their own colleges and 
universities to meet their specific needs for trained labour (Hayden & Lam, 2010). 
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All public universities and colleges have to report to the state through either a 
ministry or the provincial governments. It is necessary to maintain a parallel party 
structure in making any decisions because the Party is responsible for assessing all of 
these decisions to ensure they are consistent with Party ideology, and if necessary, to 
exercise a right to veto (Dao & Hayden, 2010). 
With such convoluted management structures, any changes, including 
curriculum and curriculum development, need to undergo many approvals from 
different related agencies and authorities.  
3.3.3 Institutional Autonomy 
Institutional autonomy comprises freedoms for both corporate management and 
academic management. While corporate management includes being self-governing, 
exercising corporate financial control, and making their own staffing decisions, 
academic management covers areas such as academics selecting their own students, 
deciding on their own curriculum, and assessing and certifying the academic 
performance of their own students (Tight, 1992). From another perspective, Berdahl 
(1990) argues institutional autonomy should enable institutions to decide on both 
their own academic goals and programs, and how they should make use of their 
resources. The reality in Vietnam, however, autonomy is manifested in a distinct 
way. For example, although university rectors are elected to administer their 
universities or colleges, the position lacks power since matters of enrolment, training 
curriculum, and academic affairs are mostly determined by MoET (Dao & Hayden, 
2010). 
The Doi Moi policy and educational reforms brought about many changes. 
Among the changes, the lack of decentralisation of the central management remains a 
common concern. However, it was not until the 2005 Resolution that the right of 
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autonomy for higher education institutions was confirmed (Hayden & Lam, 2007). 
This resolution was adopted in the light of a HERA developed by MoET for 
modernization of the higher education system by 2020. HERA proposed a thorough 
and widespread reform of Vietnam’s tertiary education from 2006 to 2020 (Hayden 
& Lam, 2007). Yet, institutional autonomy remains a controversial issue as self-
governance has been given at one level, yet institutions are still strictly controlled in 
different aspects, including curriculum development. 
With such limited autonomy, curriculum development in higher education in 
Vietnam is constrained. Hayden and Lam (2007) claim that institutional self-
management is encouraged, but universities and colleges do not control their own 
curriculum frameworks. These conflicts transpire in the Education Law 2005 (The 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005b). Though Article 53 requires higher education 
institutions to select their own governing councils to decide about the "purposes, 
strategies, projects and development plan’ and the ‘usage of finance and assets", 
Article 41 states that MoET is responsible for "compiling and ratifying curricula used 
at universities". Similarly, Article 60 identifies autonomy and self-accountability 
given to colleges and universities "as defined by laws and by their charters" as in 
"developing educational programmes, syllabi, teaching and learning plans for 
authorised educational fields" (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005b). However, 
Article 41 again confirms the MoET "shall define the core programme for each field 
of education for college and university education", and higher education institutions 
"shall design their own programmes based on the core programme" (The Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam, 2005b). 
The Higher Education Law was approved in 2012, but debates related to 
institutional autonomy have not ended. The Law allows "higher education 
106 
institutions to be responsible for their own curriculum development, curriculum 
evaluation, and curriculum implementation" (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 
2012, Article 36d). In addition, Article 28 (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2012) 
stated the responsibility and power of higher education institutions as: "developing 
curricula according to specified objectives; ensuring the continuity among curricula, 
and among training levels". Furthermore, Circular numbered 57/2012/TT-BGDĐT, 
dated 27 December 2012, confirms that: "the Rector approves curricula in his/ her 
own institution". However, the Higher Education Law 2012 specifies clearly that: 
"the Minister of Education and Training regulates the minimum knowledge, and 
learners' competencies required after graduating for each training level; the process 
of developing, evaluating, and implementing a higher education curriculum...; 
regulates required units/ subjects" (Section 3, Article 36). Thus, institutional 
autonomy in the Vietnamese situation can be compared with a seesaw of power, of 
which MoET keeps the heavier end, and higher education institutions hold the other.  
3.3.4 The Purposes of Higher Education 
The purpose of the Vietnamese higher education system has changed over time. An 
important milestone is the Sixth National Congress in 1986, when the Communist 
Party of Vietnam (CPV) laid down the purpose of higher education as helping 
students with "moral qualities... defined as upholding positive attitudes toward 
socialism, developing decent perspectives on self perfection and social progress, 
acquiring academic potential for life-long learning and developing capabilities to 
access employment" (Doan, 2000, p. 27). Accordingly, moral qualities, individual 
growth, and employment are key objectives. The Education Law 2005 (The Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam, 2005b), strengthened a focus on vocational purpose, stating 
that undergraduate students should obtain not only in-depth professional knowledge, 
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but also practical skills in their profession. Graduates need to be able to "work 
independently and creatively as well as to solve problems in the field of study" (The 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005a, p. 16).  
Most recently, the Higher Education Law approved in 2012 specifies the goals 
of Vietnamese higher education as follows: 
1. General goals 
a) Training human workforce, improving people's intellectual, fostering 
talents; conducting researches, applying technology to create new knowledge 
and products, meeting the requirements of socio-economic development, 
ensuring national defence, security, and international integration.  
b) Training learners political qualities and ethics; knowledge, professional 
skills, capacity of doing research and applying science and technology 
corresponsive to training levels; being healthy; being creative and being 
professionally responsible, being able to adapt to the workplace; being 
willing to serve people. 
2 Specific objectives: 
a) College level: Training students with basic professional knowledge and 
skills, understanding the impact of principles, the social and natural laws in 
reality, being able to solve the common problems related to trained majors. 
b) University level: Training students comprehensive professional 
knowledge, mastering principles, social and natural laws, basic skills of 
practice, being able to work independently, creatively, and being able to 
solve the problems of trained majors. (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 
2012, Article 5). 
The key feature of moral qualities has been amended into political qualities 
and ethics. Additionally, employment capacities have been linked to meeting socio-
economic development; that is, higher education has a social and economic function.  
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Perceptions of the relationship between higher education institutions and 
society are contradictory. Barnett (2004) has indicated, "the university has taken on 
the agendas, the values, and the operating principles of the wider society" (p. 66). In 
contrast however, McArthur (2011) expressed concern about the jeopardy of viewing 
work separated from the wider society and from responsibilities for social fulfilment 
in current higher education institutions. He also stated that: 
There should be shouting. Higher education should challenge, provoke and 
inspire. It should look messy. It should not fit neatly within the lines of an 
accountant’s ledger. It should look rather like the world in which it exists 
and which it partly serves. (p. 746). 
The purpose of higher education in Vietnam, specified in the goals and 
learning outcomes, have revealed several misalignments that impact quality 
assurance in tertiary education. Tran et al. (2011) discuss discrepancies in the "design 
and implementation levels of educational objectives" (p. 134), which, they say results 
in an ad hoc quality picture. Moreover, the fundamental problem that Vietnamese 
higher education is facing currently is a disjuncture between social and economic 
demands, and universities training goals and competencies to achieve these goals 
(Oliver, 2004). The disconnection between economic needs and the goals of 
universities and colleges have affected unemployment among graduates (Ashwill & 
Diep, 2011). The goals and desired outcomes that contribute to the purpose of the 
Vietnamese higher education system, are a picture of striking paradoxes: "the new 
against the old, free market against government control, the prosperous against the 
devastatingly poor, semi-trucks side by side with ox carts" (Sykes, 1996, p. 2). 
3.3.5 Curriculum and Curriculum Development 
According to the Education Law 2005, higher education curriculum is described as 
"the educational program and syllabi" (p. 17). In the Higher Education Law 2012, 
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curriculum is named "training curriculum" (Point 1, Article 36). A training 
curriculum for tertiary levels [including three-year program, and four-year or more 
program] consists of: objectives, standards of knowledge, learners' skills after 
graduation; training content, ways of assessment for each unit/ subject and course, 
training level; ensuring the continuity among training levels and with other training 
programs" (Article 36, 1a). 
According to the Education Law 2005, the processes of curriculum 
development can be divided into three levels: ministry level, university level, and 
faculty level (as presented in Figure 3.2).  
 
Figure 3.2. Levels of curriculum 
At the ministry level, a curriculum framework, which is sometimes called a 
core program for each field of study, is reviewed by the Sector Review National 
Council for Programme of Higher Education and managed by MoET. The 
curriculum framework comprises the content structure of all subjects, course 
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duration, proportion of time for different subjects, theory and practice, and 
internship. A curriculum framework for most undergraduate awards has two 
components. The first involves the acquisition of general knowledge across six areas, 
including social science, humanities, natural science, mathematics, foreign languages 
and a combined area of national defence education and physical exercise. In most 
cases, this component of the curriculum is covered during the first two years of a 
four-year undergraduate programme. The second involves the development of 
professional knowledge in the specific area of the training programme (Hayden & 
Lam, 2010). 
At the university level, the head of the institution is responsible for selecting 
staff to develop their own curricula based on the curriculum framework, and 
appointing the Syllabi Appraising Council to review the curriculum. 
At the faculty level, some staff are involved in developing curricula of 
particular units/ subjects in forms of unit outlines, and detailed teaching plans, and 
others are responsible for delivering the plans. These activities are managed by 
academic heads who are under the control of the dean of faculty.  
The responsibility and authority to develop a curriculum, mostly belongs to the 
MoET. The Education Law 2005 states that the MoET is responsible for "the 
compilation and approval of syllabi for common use by colleges or universities" (p. 
17). As mentioned above, Vietnamese universities and colleges were strongly 
influenced by the Soviet model, which is mono-disciplinary. The curriculum is 
characterised as "inside a centrally planned economy", and with "narrow 
specialisation" (Ngo, 2006, p. 226). Parallel to the regulations for curriculum 
frameworks, MoET also approves guidelines about the structure and volume of 
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knowledge in higher education curricula. The regulations, issued by MoET in 1993, 
specify that a curriculum should identify:  
 the proportion of general education knowledge and professional 
education knowledge in a program,  
 the minimum amount of core knowledge in different fields of 
specialisation, 
 the minimum number of learning units for knowledge of a major and 
minor need, and  
 duration including the proportion of study hours, practical work, 
fieldwork etc.  
In addition, curriculum management and development are devolved to three 
levels in response to the three levels of curriculum presented in Figure 3.2. MoET is 
in charge of directly designing and managing the content of Marxist-Leninist 
courses, national defence, and physical education. Higher education institutions are 
responsible for managing general education courses, together with core and required 
courses within the curriculum. Faculties or departments are accountable for 
designing and managing elective units within courses (Ngo, 2006). 
Different researchers have called for more autonomy for universities and 
colleges in terms of academic matters, that is, giving them the right to develop their 
own curricula suitable to their missions, goals and staff competence (Dao & Hayden, 
2010; Fry, 2009; Hayden & Lam, 2007; Hayden & Lam, 2010; Ngo, 2006). The 
HERA was also concerned with institutional autonomy, and suggested giving 
institutions "the right to decide and be responsible for training, research, human 
resource management and budget planning" (Hayden & Lam, 2007). 
Tran et al. (2011) highlighted issues relating to curriculum development in the 
Vietnamese higher education system that can impact the quality of training. Firstly, 
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some universities and colleges did try to develop their own curricula without much 
success. Problems identified included inexperienced staff with insufficient 
knowledge of curriculum development. Secondly, though MoET's curriculum 
framework has been imposed as a measure to validate the quality of undergraduate 
programmes across the sector, expecting similar outcomes for teaching and learning 
across institutions that embrace dissimilar missions and scope, can prove very 
challenging 
In reality, only two national universities have the freedom to decide their own 
curriculum: Vietnam National University in Hanoi and Vietnam National University 
in Ho Chi Minh City (Hayden & Lam, 2007). The two national universities are not 
under the control of MoET but are directly managed by the Cabinet. They also enjoy 
special privileges related to finance, expenditure, and other matters. They are 
considered key universities which have well-qualified staff. As such, they can choose 
to follow or depart from MoET’s national curriculum frameworks (Hayden & Lam, 
2007).  
The situation has changed dramatically since the Higher Education Law was 
approved in 2012. The Law has given the rectors of any higher education institutions 
authority to develop their own curricula (Article 36). However, the Articles 
contradict themselves when confirming the role of the MoET Minister in specifying 
the graduates' levels (Article 6), and the required knowledge within a curriculum 
(Article 36).  
3.4 SUMMARY  
Historical events and political matters have significantly characterised higher 
education in Vietnam. In terms of curriculum development, many researchers have 
focused on academic freedom for higher education institutions. Academic freedom is 
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argued as an essential component for institutional autonomy. As presented in Chapter 
Two, an approach to curriculum development necessarily consists of curriculum 
understanding and the curriculum development process which are contextually 
shaped. The purpose of a curriculum reflects the values and assumptions about what 
is valued as knowledge. The planning and implementation are informed by policies 
that are directed at ensuring the faithful transmission of those values that underpin 
the curriculum. A conceptual framework of approaches to curriculum development, 
built from a Western perspective, has been developed.  
However, as most of the literature is drawn from Western studies, it limits 
consideration of the Vietnamese context. This present study, therefore, examines how 
key constructs from a Western perspective, are perceived by stakeholders from another 
cultural background, specifically: "What are the approaches to curriculum 
development at the University?" 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
114 
 
 
 
 
 115 
Chapter 4: Methodology 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
In Chapter 2, a conceptual framework was synthesised from the literature review 
related to curriculum and curriculum development. The framework serves as a guide 
for my research investigating approaches to curriculum development at the 
University. My research aims are  
 to examine approaches to curriculum development, incorporating the 
understandings and the processes that underpin the development of 
curriculum at the University,  
 to develop an evidence-based theoretical model to inform curriculum 
development in the Vietnamese context, and  
 propose recommendations for future innovation. 
This chapter discusses the research design that is a single case study. In section 
4.2, the qualitative paradigm is introduced. Section 4.3 describes the case study, 
including a description of selecting the case, the research site, and explanation of the 
reasons for choosing this site. Participants in the study are also described in this 
section. Section 4.4 discusses the methods including the data collection process in 
section 4.4.1, validation of the interview data (4.4.2), interview protocols (Error! 
Reference source not found.), the pilot study (0), how the interview were conducted 
(4.4.4), the follow-up interviews in section 4.4.6, and data from documents in section 
4.4.6. Section 4.4.7 explains how the data were analysed. Section 4.5 discusses the 
criteria for ensuring the quality of the research design, and finally, section 4.6 
presents ethical considerations of the research. 
116 
4.2 QUALITATIVE PARADIGM 
A paradigm is a worldview, a pattern of beliefs, values and methods within which a 
research is conducted (Creswell, 2005). A qualitative research is one that takes place 
within a qualitative paradigm and is viewed as "a diverse, rich, and sometimes self-
contradictory world of inquiry" (Chenail, 1992, p. 1). Qualitative research is 
"increasingly in use in a wide range of academic and professional areas" (Holliday, 
2002, p. 7). Denzin and Lincoln (1994) offered a comprehensive definition of 
qualitative research as: 
... multi-method in focus, involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach to 
its subject matter. This means that qualitative researchers study things in 
their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in 
terms of the meanings people bring to them. Qualitative research involves 
the studied use and collection of a variety of empirical materials case study, 
personal experience, introspective, life story interview, observational, 
historical, interactional, and visual texts-that describe routine and 
problematic moments and meaning in individuals' lives. (p. 2) 
This study used a qualitative paradigm to examine the understandings of 
curriculum held by senior administrators, EFL academics and EFL students, and the 
processes of curriculum development at the University. A qualitative approach 
allowed me to explore participants' in depth perspectives, draw on their experiences, 
and record their stories (Creswell, 1998). The research questions (as presented in 
Chapter 1) asks What, How, and Why, to understand stakeholders' perceptions of 
curriculum, and experience in developing a curriculum. Such knowledge is difficult 
to obtain through more quantitatively-oriented approaches (Guest, Namey, & 
Mitchell, 2012).  
In conducting qualitative research, I acknowledge Creswell’s (2012) 
cautioning, that particular biases may emerge and the findings can be value laden. 
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This study draws on an interpretivist perspective investigating the world through the 
subjective perceptions and experience of a person or a group in their social and 
cultural context (Wahyuni, 2012; Willis, 2007). For that reason, epistemologically, I 
consider the findings in this research are viewed under the ideas, beliefs, and values 
that I and the research participants hold (Crotty, 1998; Guba & Lincoln, 2008).  
Curriculum is a contested term (Marsh & Willis, 2007; Portelli, 1987), and is 
personally, socially, culturally, and historically constructed (Pinar, 2012). This 
current study aims to investigate interpretations and meanings of curriculum which 
are personally constructed by staff and students at the University. As suggested by 
Merriam (2014), participants make sense of the phenomena from their experience, 
hence, the choice of qualitative research is suitable to "explore a social or human 
problem" (Creswell, 1998, p. 15). Conceivably then, a qualitative approach is called for 
in this research to "study things in their natural settings, (to) attempt to make sense of, or 
to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them" (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). Ontologically, the understandings of curriculum and the processes 
of curriculum development in this research are examined within the domains of social, 
political, cultural, and economic values (Creswell, 2007; Guba & Lincoln, 2008). 
4.3 CASE STUDY 
A methodology is the framework that guides the research design. It is underpinned 
by underlying beliefs that guides a researcher to choose one set of research methods 
over another (Wahyuni, 2012). A research design is developed based on a number of 
factors. The design should correspond to the research purpose and be formed to 
answer the research questions. The research purpose and research questions are 
considered the starting point to develop the research design. These provide important 
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clues about the problem to be investigated, which in turn, influences the form of the 
research. This research uses a single case study methodology (Yin, 2009).   
4.3.1 The Rationale for a Single Case Study 
A single case study design has been chosen as "the representative or typical case" 
(Yin, 2009, p. 8), to understand the circumstances and conditions of an everyday or a 
commonplace situation (Yin, 2009). A case study design allows researchers to 
explore a real-life phenomenon of curriculum development in depth, including 
important contextual conditions (Yin & Davis, 2007). Using a case study, researchers 
can focus on individuals' experiences (Johnson & Christensen, 2012), and investigate 
deeply and analyse intensively the phenomenon in question (Cohen & Manion, 1989).  
In relation to the current study, I employed a case study to gain in depth 
knowledge about a given bounded case its context, particulars, results and impact 
(Merriam, 2002; Stake, 2013). This case study represents a typical project, namely, 
how curriculum is developed at the University, which is believed to be typical of 
many other universities in Vietnam under the control of MoET. Curriculum 
understandings and curriculum development are studied "within its real-life 
context,... to understand something that is unique to the case" (Guest et al., 2012, p. 
14). The lessons learnt from this particular case are assumed to be informative of the 
perceptions and experiences held by senior administrators, academics and students 
(Yin, 2009), especially of in an average Vietnamese higher education institution.  
Being aware of the limitations of using a case study, this research exploits fully 
the strengths this design offers. Though case studies limit generalisation of the 
findings to broader populations, the knowledge from the study can be useful when 
applied to other cases of similar contexts (Guest et al., 2012). The rigour of a case 
study is often debated, as this approach is not based on systematic empirical 
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procedures and may allow a biased view from personal perspectives (Yin, 2009). 
However, a case study still provides a solid approach because it has allowed me to 
create a detailed account of the case (Johnson & Christensen, 2012; Yin, 2009), and 
has enabled me "to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life 
events" (Yin, 2009, p. 4). Preparation and clearly planned procedures have been 
crucial for the case study design to be effective.  
The following sections explain in detail the research design used in this study, 
comprising a brief introduction of the research site, the reasons for choosing the site 
and the participants.  
4.3.2 Defining the Case and Selecting the Research Site 
Selecting the case and establishing the boundaries are considered vital steps in 
designing a case study investigation (Silverman, 2010; Stake, 2013; Yin, 2014). As 
the central research question is "What are the approaches to curriculum development 
at the University?", the case is curriculum development in the University. This study 
examines understandings of curriculum and the processes of curriculum development 
held by senior administrators, EFL staff, and EFL students at the University. It 
should be noted that while the study uses EFL as the context for the case, it does not 
examine EFL curriculum per se.  
The research sub-questions are: 
1. What are the understandings of senior administrators, EFL academics and 
EFL students at the University about curriculum? 
2. What are the understandings of senior administrators and EFL academics at 
the University about the curriculum development? 
3. What are the processes of curriculum development at the University? 
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4. What issues have the staff at the University encountered when developing 
curriculum? 
Choosing a research site is equally important in a case study. A single case 
study focuses on analytic generalisation to develop and extend theory, so the 
selection process should be driven by the research question as it provides the 
characteristics of the cases to be studied (Wahyuni, 2012). According to Yin (2014), 
a very important principle for selecting a research site in case studies is ensuring 
sufficient access to the potential data that can most likely illuminate the research 
questions. Based on the central research question, the University is a good choice to 
ensure rich-information data can be fully obtained. 
In terms of management, the University is directly under the control of MoET, 
and the provincial government. A board of management led by the Rector manages 
the University. There are administrative departments and training faculties. The 
management structure is illustrated as shown in Figure 4.1. 
 
Figure 4.1. Management at the University (adapted from the University Students' 
Handbook, 2012) 
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The central research question identifies approaches to curriculum development 
at the University as the major focus in this study. Participants are senior 
administrators of the University, EFL academics, and EFL students from the Foreign 
Language Faculty. The Foreign Language Department is in charge of training 
teachers in Teaching English as a Second or Other Language (TESOL) and English 
studies for those other professionals who wish to become interpreters or translators. 
The Faculty caters for over 480 full-time regular students, 640 part-time students and 
has strengths in both teaching and research. There are about thirty teachers in the 
faculty who are responsible for teaching English, French, and Chinese. More than 
twenty teachers major in English teaching.  
4.3.3 Participants 
The sampling in this study is purposive (Burns, 2000; Creswell, 2005). Purposive 
sampling is relevant to the current study because the selected case can serve my 
objectives of discovering, gaining insights into and understanding the particular 
chosen phenomenon (Burns, 2000). The selection of the case study, namely the 
approaches to curriculum development at the University, is best described as theory 
or concept sampling (Creswell, 2005). As theory or concept sampling, the study can 
help the researcher "understand a concept" (Creswell, 2005, p. 205) which 
corresponds to the research questions (refer to Section 1.3.3). 
Patton (2002) notes that the most useful criterion in choosing participants and 
sites is whether they are "information rich" (p. 169). In this study I applied two 
sampling strategies suggested by Patton (2002): Maximum variation sampling and 
Convenience sampling. Maximum variation sampling allows researchers to 
investigate and obtain common patterns across great variation. The variation of 
samples in this study has been assured by choosing participants in different groups, 
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with a variety of participants in terms of gender and experience. Convenience 
sampling is more practical and can be used in instances where there are difficulties 
accessing the participants. In my study, convenience sampling was relevant due to 
the small number of senior administrators and teaching staff who are responsible for 
EFL majors. 
The participant pool and actual participant numbers are shown in Figure 4.2. 
The study participants were mainly senior administrators, EFL academics and EFL 
students of the University (see Figure 4.2). The administrative staff were those who 
hold key positions in management related to curriculum development at the 
University (as shown in Table 4.1). They were the Rector, or Academic Vice-rector, 
the Head of Academic Affairs Department, and the Dean of Foreign Language 
Faculty. 
 
Figure 4.2. Participant pool and actual interviewees 
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The academic staff were teachers from the Faculty of Foreign Languages. They 
included staff from lecturer to senior lecturer positions; with a range of teaching 
experience and with responsibility for different teaching contexts and subjects, 
including both three-year and four-year courses, English language major, and 
English language teaching major, from B.A degree holders to M.A. holders. This 
range was chosen to elucidate varied understandings of the phenomenon (see 
Appendix A for Demographic Information). 
Table 4.1. Actual Participants 
Participants No Types of interviews Selection criteria 
Administrative 
staff 
03 One - to - one  
(Face to face) 
 
- Rector or Vice-rector responsible for 
curriculum development and academic affairs 
- Head of the Academic Affair Department 
- Dean of Foreign Language Faculty 
Academic staff 15 One - to - one 
(Face to face) 
 
- Variety of ages, experiences, qualifications, 
majors, gender 
Students  21 Focus group 
(Face to face) 
 
- Variety of majors, gender, years of study, ages 
Total  39   
 
The third group of participants were students undertaking EFL courses. The 
group of students were balanced in gender, ranging from the first year to the fourth 
year, of different majors, and from three-year courses to four-year courses. Three 
focus group interviews were conducted. Each focus groups consisted of 5 - 6 
students, which is the standard size for a typical focus group (Creswell, 2005; 
Johnson & Christensen, 2012). The variety of participants ensured the complexity of 
the information provided by the interviewees, and enabled me to hear the voice of 
people being silenced (Creswell, 2005). 
4.4 METHODS 
This section describes the methods used and the procedures adopted in this study.  
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4.4.1 Data Collection 
This section explains the data collection, the method of analysing the data, and 
criteria for ensuring research quality are included as an integral part of the research 
design. In addition, time and procedures of carrying out this study are specified, and 
followed by discussion of the limitations and the ethical issues. 
Multiple sources of data collection were collected and triangulated, which 
enabled the collection of more in-depth information and served to cross-check the 
consistency to enhance the robustness of the findings (Creswell, 2005; Patton, 2002; 
Yin, 2009). To probe deeply and to analyse intensively such a multifarious 
phenomenon like curriculum development, primary data were collected by 
interviews and secondary data were obtained from document analysis (Patton, 2002). 
4.4.2 Validation of Interview Data 
Gathering multiple sources of evidence, or the triangulation of data sources, is 
important in collecting data for a case study (Patton, 2002). Studying the same 
phenomenon using different sources of information is a powerful way of enhancing 
the validity or trustworthiness of data interpretation (Yin, 2009). Triangulation 
requires the researchers "to bring together data from different sources, or from the 
same source but different methods of inquiry, or by using different observers, to 
strengthen the confidence in a statement" (Bassey, 1999, p. 76). This study employed 
interviews as the primary data and documents as secondary data. As illustrated in 
Table 4.1, individual interviews were conducted with senior administrators and 
academics and focus group interviews were conducted with students. In this way, the 
study examined the perspectives of three different stakeholders. 
A range of measures were applied to ensure the quality of the interviews. I 
used open-ended questions within a semi-structured interview in order to elicit 
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information from participants unconstrained by my perspectives or knowledge of 
past research findings (Creswell, 2005). Second, an Interview protocol was employed 
to structure the interview. The interview protocols contained the interview process 
and note-taking spaces to record participants remarks (Creswell, 2005; Johnson & 
Christensen, 2012), and served a method to check that the participant was been 
briefed. The interviews used in this study included briefing and debriefing phrases to 
provide the interviewees a context (Kvale, 1996). I used briefing to give a short 
introduction about the interview including the purpose, the use of media for 
recording, and the use of data. I used debriefing at the end of the interview to address 
any issues that occurred during the course of the interview, and to end in a relaxed 
manner (Kvale, 1996). 
I conducted the interviews in Vietnamese and transcribed them verbatim in 
Vietnamese. I used back translation procedures for the interview questions. This 
involved initially designing the interview questions in English, then translating them 
into Vietnamese. A professional translator then translated the Vietnamese questions 
back into English. I compared and contrasted the translated English version with the 
initial questions, and adjusted the Vietnamese questions accordingly.  
4.4.3 The Pilot Study 
Pilot studies are important for a good study design because they can provide useful 
insights for the researcher, and can improve the possibility of success in the main 
study (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001). I conducted a pilot study to pre-test the 
research instruments, namely questionnaires and interview protocols, and to improve my 
interview skills to ensure that responses yield rich information in a practical research 
environment, which is quite challenging for a novice researcher (Baker, 1994; Welman 
and Kruger, 2001).  
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The pilot study comprised three one-to-one interviews with teachers and a focus 
group interview with three students at the University. Procedures planned for the 
main study were applied in the pilot to trial the research techniques and methods in 
practice (Blaxter et al., 1996). The pilot study was conducted at the research site, 
with staff and students of the University where the study was about to take place. 
As advised by Blaxter et al. (1996), after the interviews, the transcripts were 
translated into English, and a summary report written. I then conducted a critical 
evaluation of the interviews with my academic supervisors. This was helpful in 
revising the interview protocol and interview questions, and several changes were 
made. First, the focus group interview took longer than planned so I lengthened the 
amount of time to be more reasonable as Peat, Mellis, Williams, and Xuan (2002) 
recommended. Second, the volunteers in the pilot study indicated that they had 
difficulty interpreting some of the questions and while some other questions were 
ambiguous. The best way to deal with this, according to Peat et al. (2002), is to 
rewrite the interview questions to ensure the simplicity and clarity. Third, the 
potential sample size was increased from 25 to 38 to ensure the richness of 
information, the variability of the responses and data saturation was achieved. 
Fourth, the research questions were adapted to focus on approaches to curriculum 
development at the University, including curriculum understandings and curriculum 
development processes. Fifth, the interview questions were re-ordered from more 
general to specific ideas, enabling interviewees to be comfortable and to share their 
experiences and expertise more easily. This process was useful in highlighting issues, 
as van Teijlingen and Hundley (2001) suggest: for "assessing whether the research 
protocol is realistic and workable,... estimating variability in outcomes to help 
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determining sample size,... and developing a research question and research plan" (p. 
2).  
4.4.4 Conducting the Interviews 
After gaining human ethics approval, I obtained permission from the Rector to invite 
staff and students from the University to participate in the research (see Appendix 
C). Between April and June was considered to be the best time to schedule staff 
interviews, as at other times of the year, staff could be busy, or be fully committed to 
business trips to different provinces, making face-to-face meetings very difficult or 
impossible. This time fell outside the University assessment periods, as it was 
anticipated that it would not be easy to arrange a targeted focus group if students 
were studying for examinations. Therefore the procedure and timeline was planned 
as shown in the Appendix B. 
One-to-one interviews  
Individual, face-to-face interviews were used for both academic staff and 
administrative staff. The interview questions were somewhat different according to 
the different groups of participants. However, the interviews all focused on the topics 
of curriculum and curriculum development (see Table 4.3). In terms of interview 
questions, it was very important to ask a variety of question types to obtain in-depth 
information (Kvale, 1996; Rubin & Rubin, 2005). The interview was structured by 
combining Main questions, Follow-up questions, and Probes. Main questions were 
used to get the information necessary to answer the research questions, while probes 
were used for regulating answers, clarifying the information, and maintaining the topic 
of the interview. Follow-up questions were used to clarify and explore topics discussed 
in more depth (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  
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The interview questions corresponded to the research questions (see Table 4.2). 
Main and probing questions were intended to provide a description of each 
participant’s perception of curriculum (research question 1), curriculum development 
(research question 2), and to obtain their insights about the procedures of curriculum 
development at the University (research question 3). The interviews also explored 
the difficulties, problems, or constraints participants encountered when adopting the 
prescribed curriculum frameworks (research question 4). 
As shown in Table 4.3, the interview questions are different for senior 
administrators, EFL academics, and EFL students. The semi-structured interviews 
were not overly rigid, as they did not pose identical pre-determined questions with a 
limited set of response choices to participants as in structured interviews, and they 
allowed the interviewers to adjust the formalised questions in accordance with the 
context (Gillham, 2005; Lichtman, 2010). To ensure that each cohort of interview 
participant, such as university leaders and lecturers, were asked the appropriate 
questions, there were different sets of questions specifically designed to capture the 
type of information each cohort may have possessed. Participants were asked to give 
examples of their specific teaching contexts and experiences. They were prompted 
with further questions to enable them to articulate their own understandings. The 
difference among the questions allowed me to enrich the information from multiple 
perspectives and levels of expertise. Meanwhile, the similar questions among the 
groups ensured the comparability of data in the following chapters. The interviews 
lasted from 60 - 90 minutes. 
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Table 4.2 Research Questions and Interview Questions 
Research questions Participants Interview questions 
Central question:  
What are the approaches to curriculum development at the 
University? 
Sub-questions  
1. What are the understandings of senior administrators, 
EFL academics, and EFL students at the University about 
curriculum? 
2. What are the understandings of senior administrators, 
and EFL academics at the University about the curriculum 
development? 
3. What are the processes of curriculum development at 
the University? 
4. What issues have the staff at the University encountered 
when developing the curriculum? 
 
Administrative staff 1. Rector 
- For you, what is the curriculum? Or What does the term curriculum mean to you? 
and why do you think so? 
- What does curriculum development entail?’ Or ‘What does the term curriculum 
development mean to you? and why do you hold these views? 
- Who can decide the curriculum? 
- What guidelines are applied for curriculum development in the University? 
- What do you think are the strengths and limitations of such a process? 
- What do you think can help improve the existing curriculum? 
 
2. Head of Academic Affair Department/ Dean of Foreign Language Faculty 
- What is the curriculum? Or What does the term curriculum mean to you? and why 
do you think so? 
- What does curriculum development entail? Or ‘What does the term curriculum 
development mean to you? and why do you hold these views? 
- Who can decide the curriculum? 
- What’s the process of curriculum development in the University? 
- Who’s involved in curriculum development? 
- What do you think are the strengths and limitations of such a process? 
- What do you think can help improve the existing curriculum? 
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Academic staff - What is the curriculum? Or What does the term curriculum mean to you? and why 
do you think so? 
- What does curriculum development entail? Or ‘What does the term curriculum 
development mean to you? and why do you hold these views? 
- Can you describe a typical curriculum you’ve developed? 
- What are the goals of the curriculum? 
- What procedures have been applied? 
- How do you assess your students? 
- How have you evaluated the curriculum developed? 
- What are your roles? what are your students’ roles? 
- Have you got any difficulties/ problems in developing curriculum? What are they 
(if any)? 
- What lessons have you learnt from this process of curriculum development? 
- What do you think can help improve the existing curriculum? 
Students - What is the curriculum? Or What does the term curriculum mean to you? and why 
do you think so? 
- Can you describe a curriculum which you think is the most effective? 
- What are the goals of the curriculum? 
- What are you required to do in a unit? 
- How are you assessed? 
- Have you got any problems in studying with the existing curriculum? What are they 
(if any)? 
- What do you think can help improve the existing curriculum? 
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Focus group interview 
Focus group interviews were used for students. Focus group interviews are suitable 
for more hesitant interviewees, such as students because the group context may 
encourage them to share their ideas and respond to each other. This also enabled 
researchers to draw conclusions about the research issues in their presence (Cohen, 
Manion, & Morrison, 2000; Robson, 1993). Group interviews are also advisable for 
reluctant respondents with limited time for collecting data, especially when 
interviewees are similar to and cooperative with each other (Creswell, 2005). The 
focus group interview can be summarised as shown in Table 4.3.  
Table 4.3 Details of Focus Group Interview 
Where?  - In the Language Lab, the University 
Who?  - Students majoring in TESOL and EFL, from 1st year to 4th year. 
How many in a group? - 6 
How many groups? - 3 
How long? - One hour 
How many questions? - Five to six questions (see Appendix C) 
 
 
 
4.4.5 Follow-up Interviews 
Follow-up interviews can be used for intensive information from particular groups or 
issues, and are supposed to take place around events or experiences that emerge 
during fieldwork (Lewis, 2013). In this present study, I conducted follow-up 
interviews simultaneously with member checks after transcribing the audio scripts to 
check the data, to get more information, and to clarify ambiguous responses 
(Shenton, 2004). Member checks are discussed further in the following section. 
Sub-samples for follow-up interviews were selected from initial interview 
samples (Lewis, 2013). The follow-up interviews in this present study were 
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conducted for all staff participants to check information and to explore further the 
messages or ambiguous ideas found in the responses (See Appendix D). All the staff 
participants were contacted through emails to arrange the follow-up interviews. 
Several options were offered such as answering via email, through VoIP 
telecommunications (Skype), or on the phone. The interviews via phone or Skype 
lasted from 45 minutes to one hour. Communication through emails continued until 
all the questions were clarified, and necessary information was gathered. The 
additional information collected was valuable because it sharpened the findings, and 
illuminated the interview questions.   
4.4.6 Documents 
Documents and archival records are a secondary source of case study data. These 
sources help ensure multiple sources of information were used to provide multiple 
perspectives (Yin, 2009). The importance of using documents has been highlighted 
as follows: 
(1) to corroborate and augment evidence from other source, 
(2) provide other specific details to corroborate information from other sources, 
(3) [Researchers] can make inferences from documents (Yin, 2009, p. 103) 
 
Thus, gathering relevant documents was an integral part of my data collection 
plan. Documents were classified into two categories: public and private (Creswell, 
2005). The public documents gathered and analysed were: (a) National policies 
including decisions, decrees, and guidelines related to curriculum and curriculum 
development in HE issued by the Government or by MoET; (b) Institutional 
documents such as decisions, guidelines, and existing adopted curriculum. The 
private documents were unit outlines (See specific list of documents in Appendix K). 
 133 
4.4.7 Data Analysis 
Data analysis is sometimes known as making a summary and interpreting the 
meaning of qualitative data (Johnson & Christensen, 2012).  It is also considered a 
process in which findings instead of results will be made (Barbour, 2008). Data 
analysis is a process, as Creswell (2005) describes, "to make sense of the information 
supplied by individuals in the study" (p. 10). Analysis, in Creswell's opinion, consists 
of a series of following actions: taking the data apart to determine individual 
responses, then putting them together to summarise them, drawing conclusions, and 
explaining the conclusions in words (Creswell, 2005). This section presents the 
procedures of data analysis for the study. The way the data was transcribed and 
translated is discussed. This section also focuses on explaining the method of data 
analysis used in the study, namely thematic analysis.  
Data analysis in this study was carried out in a step-by-step procedure. The 
analysis began with organising the data to manage the large amount of information 
collected during the research. A table of sources was developed to organise the data 
(Creswell, 2005). All the recordings were transcribed into text. It is commonly 
agreed that the transcription process is time-consuming, frustrating, and at times 
boring. However, Riessman (1993) considers it as an excellent way to start 
familiarising oneself with the data.  
At this stage, member checks were used to ensure the accuracy of the interview 
data and allow participants to include additional material. The text transcripts were 
provided to the interviewees to member check the data, and to certify that what was 
recorded and transcribed matched what the participants meant to articulate (Shenton, 
2004). Member checking is important to enhance the credibility of the research 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1985). After being checked, the transcribed interview data was 
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translated into English. For the purpose and scale of this study, the data analysis was 
done in Vietnamese. Excerpts from the interviews, which were used as evidence, 
were translated into English.  
The translation process can result in inaccuracies which may adversely affect 
the results of a study, thus validity should be ensured during such a process (Price & 
Oshima, 1998; Su & Parham, 2002). Brislin (1970, 1976, 1980, 1986) and  Werner 
(1970) propose a process of back translation as a more precise way of translating 
data. The back translation process involves data in the source language (Vietnamese) 
to be translated into the target language (English) by the first translator. Another 
translator, then, translates the first English version, back into Vietnamese separately. 
The translated Vietnamese version is compared and checked with the source 
Vietnamese version. Ideally a committee of qualified translators should control the 
comparison. Based on the differences, inaccuracies, or similarities between the two 
versions, modifications are made to guarantee the consistency of the translated 
version. Back translation contributes to the validity check, highlighting 
inconsistencies or conceptual errors in the translation (Beaton et al., 2000). As 
mentioned above, back translation was applied for the direct quotations only (See 
appendix E).  
A thematic analysis approach was used to analyse the interview and document 
data. Thematic analysis was chosen for this study, because it is the most useful for 
interpreting the meanings of collected data (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2011). 
Thematic analysis is defined as a process of "identifying, analysing and reporting 
patterns (themes) within data" (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). This term is later 
extended as Applied thematic analysis (Atai & Mazlum) which refers to the analysis 
of qualitative data involving multiple analytic techniques (Guest et al., 2011) 
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I applied six phases for doing thematic analysis, recommended by Braun and 
Clarke (2006). They are: 
Phase 1: Familiarising yourself with your data 
Phase 2: Generating initial codes 
Phase 3: Searching for themes 
Phase 4: Reviewing themes 
Phase 5: Defining and naming themes 
Phase 6: Producing the report (pp. 89 - 95)  
In relation to the interview data, the first phase (familiarisation) occurred 
during the transcribing process. The second phase involved generating codes. When 
the raw data was transcribed, translated and stored in the case record as data items 
(Bassey, 1999), these items underwent a process of generating initial codes. A code 
is a noticeable characteristic of the data (semantic content or latent) which is 
interesting to the researcher, and refers to “the most basic segment, or element, of the 
raw data or information that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the 
phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 63). Coding consists of several steps (Creswell, 
2005; Tesch, 1990). The translated text data was read iteratively, and divided into 
segments of information labelled with codes. The codes were checked, compared, 
and revisited to reduce overlap and redundancy.  
Coded data and themes are different. The process of coding is part of analysis 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994), and is vital to data analysis (Basit as cited in Saldaña 
(2009). Themes, the units of analysis, are often broader. These themes, developed in 
the third phase, captured something important about the data in relation to the 
research question and represented some level of patterned response or meaning 
within the data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). According to Creswell (2005), themes 
are formed when a major idea in the database is developed by combining similar 
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codes. However, getting from codes to themes is a more complicated process 
(Saldaña, 2009). Similar codes are organised and grouped to establish categories. 
The codes and categories may undergo different rearrangement and re-categorisation 
to form subcategories. "When the major categories are compared with each other and 
consolidated in various ways, [researchers] begin to transcend the 'reality' of their 
data and progress toward the thematic" (Saldaña, 2009, p. 11). The process from 
codes to themes used in this study is illustrated in Figure 4.3. 
The themes underwent reviewing, defining and naming phases and were 
interpreted based on my "hunches, insights, and intuition" (Creswell, 2005, p. 251). 
Reflections emerged from the "relationship between the researcher and the data" 
(Åkerlind, 2002, p. 9). The themes were also compared with the literature and past 
studies. The findings, together with my own expertise and personal views supported 
and/or contradicted the conceptual framework. Finally, conclusions were made and 
reports produced. In this study, propositions about curriculum development were 
drawn out, and a theoretical model was made to suit the Vietnamese context. 
The data collection methods and the data analysis methods were closely related 
to the research questions. The expected outcomes of the data analysis were comparable 
to the conceptual framework. These relationships are illustrated in the Appendix F. 
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Figure 4.3. A streamlined codes-to-themes model 
 
Primary data analysis 
Phase 1: Familiarising the data. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), it is 
essential for researchers to immerse in the data sufficiently to familiarise themselves 
with both the depth and the breath of the data. Based on their recommendations that 
"this phase provides the bedrock for the rest of the analysis" (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 
p. 17), I read and re-read the entire data set again several times to be deeply involved, 
though the process was time-consuming. In this sense, initial interconnections of 
ideas were gradually formed in my mind (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 
Transcribing from audio to text was time-consuming, and wearisome. 
Nevertheless I exploited the opportunities it offered. Some of the first interviews 
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were transcribed directly after the meeting to make sense of the interview (Gillham, 
2005). Though useful feedback was gained from the initial pilot study, I wanted to 
ensure the interviews were of high quality, with information-rich responses. 
Accordingly, I could learn from my own experience and improve the quality of the 
following interviews. Self-reflection, according to McMillan and Schumancher 
(2014), resulted in more effective eliciting strategies to obtain more valuable 
information, and to avoid any misunderstandings or ambiguity. 
In addition, due to problems related to recognising correct spoken words amid 
distracting noises and identifying typical hesitation during the transcribing process 
(DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 2006), I listened to the audio scripts several times in 
order to transcribe precisely. This was an effective way to become immersed in the 
data (Riessman, 1993). Later, a computer-assisted data transcribing software, called 
Scribe, was used to save time, and make procedures more systematic. During this 
familiarising phase, as Lapadat and Lindsay (1999) put it, meanings were formed and 
initial codes were created as a result of an interpretative act.  
Based on these initial meanings and interconnections of ideas, a report/profile 
was written for each teaching staff participant and each focus group held with the 
student participants (see Appendix G). The reports were developed based on the 
extent the responses reflected the research questions. Since missing information and 
vague ideas were found, for every single participant or group, distinct follow-up 
questions were asked to clarify ambiguous ideas, seek examples, explore in depth a 
potential perspective, and ensure the initial interpretations of the data were what the 
interviewees actually meant. The first phase, therefore, can be seen as "a key phase 
of data analysis within interpretative qualitative methodology" (Bird, 2005, p. 227). 
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Phase 2: Generating initial codes. In this phase, initial codes were generated from 
the data. As mentioned above, during data the familiarisation phase, some 
interconnections of ideas were found and meanings created. Those interesting ideas 
and meanings that characterised the data were recorded as initial codes (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). These codes were understood as “the most basic segment, or element, 
of the raw data or information that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the 
phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 63). Moreover, codes, representing the identified 
themes, were considered as "summary markers for later analysis" (Guest et al., 2011, 
p. 10), or a word or phrase conveying its essence (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 
In this present study, coding was completely "data-driven" (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 
18), that is, codes emerged and were generated merely from the raw data (see 
Appendix H). Coding was done both manually and through a computer-assisted 
programme called Nvivo.  
Regarding manual coding, data from each participant or focus group was coded 
separately by hand, and a codebook was developed for each. According to Braun and 
Clarke (2006) and Miles and Huberman (1994), notes should be written on the text to 
capture first impression and initial ideas about the participant's responses, 
highlighters and coloured pens were used to specify potential patterns. I applied these 
techniques for recording my first impressions of the responses by each participant 
and each focus group. Braun and Clarke (2006) also recommend organising the 
identified codes into a codebook. Taking this recommendation, I developed a 
codebook for each participant and focus group, which consisted of codes, and coded 
data extracts to demonstrate each codes.  
Following procedures recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006), before initial 
coding was conducted the entire data set was examined thoroughly and analytically. 
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Full attention was equally given to each item that held interesting aspects or 
promisingly-repeated ones. As a result, numerous codes were generated, but many 
were merged to form more general categories (which is explained further in the next 
phase), as advised by Gomm (2004). The transcribed data were re-examined several 
times for as many potential codes as possible. Moreover, these potential codes were 
kept in a separate document, as Bazeley (2007) and Bryman (2001) explain, to show 
the contexts and further explanations of the extracts. In addition, individual extracts 
of data were sometimes coded and recoded more than once. In this way, as Braun 
and Clarke (2006) argue, I categorised these extracts into one or several themes. 
In the manual coding, I coded one participant or focus group separately, and 
developed a codebook for each. The computer-assisted program process involved, 
inputting all the text, including interviews transcripts, and documents into one Nvivo 
project. The data were coded under some general categories. In this way, the text was 
chunked into broad topic areas from the initial steps of coding (Bazeley, 2007; 
Coffey & Atkinson, 1996), and formatted in the existing Nvivo nodes. Nvivo 
allowed me to see coding summaries of each node by source, which can be from one 
individual participant/ focus group or from several participants. Figure 4.4 presents 
an example of a summary of these initial nodes, used in the NVivo analyses that are 
different from those in manual coding. 
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Figure 4.4. Nvivo coding summary 
 
Phase 3: Searching for themes. The third phase involves the analysis of the 
initial codes, collating and sorting them into broader level of themes (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006), or sub-categories and categories (Saldaña, 2009). The data were 
independently coded twice using Nvivo and manually. I used NVivo to do the sorting 
in which I merged similar nodes together, deleting overlapping ones, and adding 
more categories when necessary. 
Regarding manual coding, the initial codes were analysed and combined to 
form an overarching theme or category by using visual representations such as tables 
or mind-maps as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006). I applied "thematic 
networks" (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 387) as a tool for discovering significant themes 
in the text at different levels, to facilitate the structure and description of these 
themes. Following Attride-Stirling's (2001) recommendations, I broke up the text 
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into sub-categories or themes, and looked for the relationship between codes, which 
in Braun and Clarke's (2006) opinion, is essential in the search for themes.  
The process of arranging things in a systematic order, making something part 
of a system or classification, and categorising is called "codifying" (Saldaña, 2009, p. 
8). Such a process allows data to be "segregated, grouped, regrouped, and re-linked 
in order to consolidate meaning and explanation" (Grbich, 2007, p. 21). Among the 
existing initial codes, similarities and overlaps were found in their extracts. As such, 
some similar codes of the extracts could be merged with each other, others formed 
sub-categories, and the rest could be discarded (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Those codes 
which had the most number of sources and references as well as were relevant to the 
research questions were considered significant, as people repeat ideas that are 
significant for them (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). 
Based on both classification reasoning and intuition (Attride-Stirling, 2001; 
Saldaña, 2009), I determined what data "looked like" and "felt like" (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985, p. 347) when grouping them together. While Bazeley (2007) argues 
patterns of association could be found based on the regularities in the text, Bazeley 
(2007) recommends comparing and contrasting one segment of the text with another 
to sort out the similarities and differences which can help "discern the dimensions 
within, or perhaps to discern previous unobserved variables running through the text" 
(p. 79). At this stage, there remained some ungrouped, but valuable codes, which 
were imported into a new group called For-later- use.  
Since "language is employed in the service of doing things in the social world" 
(Drew, 2003, p. 141), conversations are often carried out in particular structures by 
which the meanings of social interaction are constructed. Hence, data analysis in this 
phase required the researcher to examine both "record narrative structure and 
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mechanism", which means "how things are said, and the ways which the text was 
structured by the interviewees" (Bazeley, 2007, p. 80). The structure and mechanism 
included inspecting inconsistencies, repetitions and silences (Poirier & Ayres, 1997; 
Silverman, 2010), and scrutinising the use of metaphors and analogies (Coffey & 
Atkinson, 1996; Patton, 2002; Willig, 2003).  
At the end of this phase, the two independent coding results from Nvivo and 
from the manual version were compared and contrasted to generate categories and 
themes. This ensured no potential codes and themes were left out. 
Phase 4: Reviewing the themes. The fourth phase involved reviewing and 
modifying existing themes or categories under two criteria: internal homogeneity and 
external heterogeneity (Patton, 2002). Accordingly, the coherence of data meanings 
were ensured and different themes were clearly and identifiably distinguished. Two 
levels of reviewing and refining my themes were employed. In the first level, all the 
coded data extracted were re-examined to assure a coherent pattern (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). For example, all extracts, which were initially coded as being related to the 
purpose of curriculum development, were found to be inconsistent with others. Thus 
they were all recoded to a broader theme of curriculum understandings. In this phase 
many existing themes were reworked, new themes added, extracts moved, codes 
discarded, and a temporary thematic map was created to ensure the contours of the 
coded data were captured (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
In the second level, the validity of individual themes was re-considered in 
relation to the entire data set including the documents in the secondary data source. 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this study, validity was examined to ensure the identified 
themes precisely reflected the meanings in the data set as a whole, based on 
classification reasoning in the thematic analysis and responsiveness to the research 
144 
questions. For example, a sub-theme, named curriculum changes, was removed from 
the broad theme views of curriculum. It was then rehoused into a different sub-
theme: views of curriculum development, and relabelled as curriculum adaptation.  
This second level of refinement and modification of themes allowed the 
researcher to ascertain those themes were well matched with the data set and 
documents. Additional coding picked up anything that was missed, by re-inspecting 
the themes left in the for later use folder. Themes were continuously checked and re-
organised until the interconnections between them were clearly specified (Creswell, 
2005; Johnson & Christensen, 2008). As such, thematic data analysis was "an 
ongoing organic process" (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 91). 
The modified themes were then compared with data from the documents 
namely higher education policies, laws, guidelines for curriculum development, and 
student handbooks. Comparison from multiple sources of data was done to ensure 
validity (Yin, 2009; Yin, 2014), and to see whether the codes which emerged from 
the interview data aligned with or contrasted those from the documents. All the codes 
underwent a thorough examination against the research questions to see how well 
they illuminated the research questions. This present study accepted all the 
supporting as well as conflicting patterns (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For 
example, under the code of institutional autonomy, different representations and 
meanings were found between what was described in Vietnam Higher Education 
Law and what was perceived by teaching staff. Such differences were reserved as a 
basis for rival explanations which are crucial for establishing credibility of the themes 
and patterns (Creswell, 2012; Yin, 2014). At the end of this phase, a satisfactory result 
was reached, in terms of what the themes were, and how these themes relate and align 
together. A coherent flow of the story emerged from the themes.  
 145 
Using Nvivo software was particularly useful in identifying the relationships 
among themes (Bazeley, 2007). Accordingly, the relationships were shown both in 
hierarchical orders in a tree-structured coding system as categories with sub-
categories and associations between nodes. The results from the Nvivo data analysis 
identified the relationships among themes, making the phase of reviewing themes 
easier and effective.   
Phase 5: Defining and naming themes. Once a satisfactory thematic map of the 
entire data was created, the fifth phase of defining and naming the themes 
commenced. It involved "identifying the essence of what each theme was about, and 
determining what aspect of the data each theme captured" (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 
92). In other words, each theme is supposed to tell a short story that contributed to 
the complete picture of a broader main story. This overall story is what the study 
aims to report, responding to research questions, reflecting, and synthesizing the data 
collected. At this phase, as Guest et al., (2011) advise, I identified the essence of 
each theme, and labelled the theme for later analysis. 
The themes that emerged from this study were required to be both 
distinguished from each other, but at the same time closely connected, as Braun and 
Clarke (2006, p. 92) suggest, it is "useful for giving structure to a particularly large and 
complex theme, and also for demonstrating the hierarchy of meaning within the data".  
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the qualitative data coding in the present 
study was data-driven which means the codes and themes emerged from data and were 
defined with a word or phrase that captured the essence of the data extracts. The words 
or phrases were used as working titles of codes and themes. The final step was to 
replace these working titles with names that were "concise, punchy, and immediately 
give the reader a sense of what the theme is about" (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 93).  
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In this study, when coherence of data extracts within themes was checked, and 
the interrelation among themes was specified, themes were named and renamed 
several times to ensure the flow of the story and that they related to the research 
questions effectively. Overlapping between data extracts and identified themes was 
carefully examined and eliminated. As a result, five major themes, related to 
curriculum understandings and curriculum development, were formed for final 
analysis, and presented in Chapters 5 and 6.  
Phase 6: Producing the report. At the sixth phase, a comprehensive description of 
the data was presented in a precise, evidenced-based, and convincing manner (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006). Relevant extracts from the interview and document data were 
chosen to show the essence of a theme that was being explained (Creswell, 2012). 
In this present study, extracts were carefully selected as representative 
examples of the major findings, and presented as direct quotations in English. In the 
following chapters, those quotations are presented to illustrate the findings with the 
participants' pseudonyms in brackets. Moreover, those direct quotes were validated 
by back translation procedures (see Appendix E). In this process, I translated the 
quotes from Vietnamese into English, then employed a professional translator to 
translate those quotes from English into Vietnamese. I checked the Vietnamese 
translated version with the original script, and adjusted the quotes in English 
accordingly.   
Secondary data analysis 
Documents were dealt with as a topic based on the content (Prior, 2011). This 
approach allowed me to not only focus on what is in the document, but also how the 
documents are used (Prior, 2011). The findings that emerged from analysing the 
document data were used to corroborate the analysis of data collected from the 
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interview to ensure reliability. Based on the research questions, I developed the 
following questions to provide a focus for the process of document analysis ( see 
Table 4.4).   
Table 4.4 Document Analysing Questions 
Questions 
(a) What is the nature of HE curriculum development in Vietnam?  
(b) Who decides the curriculum? 
(c) What assumptions are made about the nature of knowledge? 
(d)  What are the teachers' and students' roles? 
(e) What are the purposes of HE curriculum? 
 
The findings of the document analysis were not separately presented, but 
integrated with those from the interviews to show a complete picture of approaches 
to curriculum development in Vietnamese higher education, including the 
understandings of curriculum and the processes of curriculum development. A 
specific list of documents gathered and used are included in Appendix K.  
4.5 ENSURING RIGOUR 
This section discusses measures to ensure the rigour of the present study. There is 
criticism of the use of certain terms as tests of quality of case study research. Bassey 
(1999) argues that the terms reliability and validity simply cannot be applied to case 
study research. In his opinion, "reliability is the extent to which a research fact or 
finding can be repeated, given the same circumstances, and validity is the extent to 
which a research fact or finding is what is claimed to be" (p. 75). Guba and Lincohn 
(1985) introduced the concept of trustworthiness including the criteria of 
trustworthiness, credibility, conformability. Acknowledging the criteria proposed by 
Lincoln and Guba, Yin (2009, 2014) introduces several tactics to ensure the rigour of 
case studies, and is summarised in Table 4.5.  
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Table 4.5 Case Study Tactics for Ensuring Rigour 
ISSUES CASE STUDY TACTIC RESEARCH 
PHASE 
Confirmability - Triangulation 
- Chain of evidence (a case database) 
- Review of draft case study report 
- Audit trail (chain of evidence) 
 
Data collection 
Composition  
Credibility - Triangulation 
- Member checks & peer scrutiny 
Data analysis 
  
Transferability - Theory in single-case studies 
- Replication logic in multiple-case study 
- Clear description of the context 
Research design 
 
Dependability - Case study protocol 
- Case study database 
- Interview protocol  
Data collection 
 
 
Confirmability refers to the extent to which the findings of a study reflect the 
ultimate truth, shaped by the respondents, corroborated by others (Gibbert & 
Ruigrok, 2010; Guba, 1981). This was established by using triangulation and 
member checking. Triangulation is the use of multiple sources of evidence to address 
broader historical and behavioural issues (Yin, 2009), for cross-checking of 
information and conclusions through corroboration of evidence from different 
participants, types of data, or methods of data collection (Creswell, 2007; Johnson & 
Christensen, 2008). Yin (2009) suggests using multiple sources of evidence to 
develop converging lines of inquiry, a process of triangulation and corroboration. In 
this study, the convergence of evidence is the combination of one-to-one interviews, 
focus group interview, and documents as shown in Figure 4.5. 
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Figure 4.5. Convergence of evidence 
 
Another form of triangulation that was used in this study is the use of a wide 
range of informants. Participants' perspectives and experiences were confirmed 
against others, and a rich picture of understanding of the phenomenon, emergent in 
this investigation was constructed based on their contributions (Shenton, 2004). The 
collected information, then, was checked with the informants (Maanen, 1983). The 
variety of informants could be found in different groups of participants: 
administrative staff, academic staff, and students (as shown in Table 4.1). Within 
each group, the participants were purposefully chosen based on the variety of 
experiences, gender, ages, and qualifications to enhance confirmability. 
To strengthen the confirmability of the study, an audit trait was used. An audit 
trail is an important way of ensuring rigor in qualitative research as it provides a 
clear description of the research procedures taken from the beginning of a research 
project to the development and reporting of findings (Johnson & Waterfield, 2004; 
Padgett, 1998). In this study, I kept an audit trail that clearly described the steps I 
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took including the decisions made along the way such as research design, data 
collection decisions, and the steps taken to manage, analyse and report data. 
Credibility refers to the confidence in the truth of the findings (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1985). The credibility criteria involve establishing that the results of 
qualitative research are credible or believable from the perspective of the participants 
in the research, by using member checks. Member checks were used to ensure the 
accuracy of the data (Creswell, 2005). This allowed the interviewees to check the 
accuracy of the interview transcripts and ensure what they meant is what was written 
down (Johnson & Christensen, 2008). This is a very important way to reinforce the 
study findings (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). In the present study, checking was carried 
out at different stages: during the interview, and during and after the transcription to 
make sure that the recorded information and the transcribed data reflected what the 
participants meant to say (Shenton, 2004). One concern was that while not many 
participants were keen on member checking, it was still useful to explore further and 
clarify the data interpretations with them. In this present study, the number of 
participants and groups that participated in member checking is high (2 out of 3 
focus groups; 12 out of 15 teachers, and all senior administrators). Most of the 
participants agreed to have several follow-up interviews to provide extra information 
and to clarify what they had said. 
Yin (2009) describes transferability as ensuring the external validity, and 
dealing with the generalisation of the study. Transferability refers to the degree to 
which the results of a case study can be transferred or generalised to other contexts or 
settings (Lichtman, 2010; Yin, 2009; Yin, 2014). "In analytic generalisation, the 
investigator is striving to generalise a particular set of results to some broader 
theory" (Yin, 2009, p. 43). Exploring staff and students' views and experiences of 
 151 
curriculum and curriculum development in higher education revealed different ways 
of understanding the phenomenon. Utilising the conceptual framework, and the 
context of Vietnamese higher education including, religious and cultural awareness, I 
developed a model of curriculum development suited to the Vietnamese context. 
Thus, the case study informed the model which was then generalised to the 
Vietnamese higher education. 
Dependability refers to the possibility that the findings are consistent and could 
be repeated (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). Dependability, sometimes referred to as 
reliability, can be ensured by using a case study database (Yin, 2009). This case 
study database was the way I organised and documented the data collected for the 
study. This strategy can enable a critical reader to inspect any raw material and arrive 
at similar conclusions in the study. A case study database normally comprises four 
components: notes, documents, tabular materials and narrative. In this way, other 
investigators can directly review the evidence. Thus, reliability is enhanced throughout 
the study (Yin, 2009). The procedure above corresponds to the issues raised by Yin 
(2009, 2014) in Table 4.5. All the issues in that table have been addressed which mean 
the trustworthiness has been taken into consideration in this study. 
4.6 ETHICS 
Ethics are the principles and guidelines that assists researchers to conduct their 
investigation (Johnson & Christensen, 2012). Ethical issues consist of considering 
how to present the research to intended participants, the potential impact of taking 
part in the research, the consequences that sampling strategies may cause, and how 
findings are reported (Barbour, 2008). This study was granted ethical clearance by 
the QUT Human Research Ethics Committee (Certificate number 1300000268). All 
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procedures carried out in the investigation conformed to the approved protocol as 
now described. 
First, ethics are addressed in terms of respect for the research site. Permission 
for using the site was obtained to carry out the research in the University, and to 
approach the staff and students (Creswell, 2005). As part of the ethical clearance 
procedure, I clearly explained to the Rector of the University, the gatekeeper, the 
topic of the study, the scale, the potential participants, the time and duration of the 
study (Barbour, 2008). The Rector gave permission to conduct the research in the 
University (see the letter of permission in Appendix C). In respect to ethical concerns of 
confidentiality "the University" has been used to indicate the research site. 
Second, ethical concerns were taken into consideration for the potential 
participants. In line with QUT ethics procedures, the participants were fully informed 
of the purpose, procedures, risks, benefits, alternative procedures, and limits of 
confidentiality. Informed consent to participate in the study was obtained from each 
participant (Johnson & Christensen, 2012). Written informed consent included the 
right to withdraw from the research. The use of the results was also specified, and 
any social consequences the study may have for participants' were addressed 
(Creswell, 2005) (see Appendix I). Participant codes were created and pseudonyms 
used to assure the privacy, anonymity and confidentiality of the participants 
(Barbour, 2008; Creswell, 2005; Johnson & Christensen, 2012) (See Appendix J).  
As a form of social science research, focus groups face the same ethical issues 
of most other social science methods (Gibbs, 1997). Thus, I informed potential 
participants about the nature of the research and asked them to take part in the 
interviews voluntarily. The consent form also informed them about their rights to 
participate and to withdraw from the research at any time, and that withdrawal would 
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have no negative consequences for them. Though the topics for discussion in the 
interview were not "sensitive or emotionally laden" (Smith, 1995, p. 482), I was fully 
aware of the threats of overdisclosure of personal information. The participants were 
numbered and the numbers were used during the interviews, and during member 
checking. The data from focus groups were analysed and presented with pseudonyms 
to guarantee the confidentiality of the interviewees. In terms of the group context, I 
was aware that it was impossible to ensure that the participants would keep the 
information unrevealed. I did inform them that might occur (Corey, Corey, & 
Callanan, 1993).  
Ethical concerns were also shown during the data collection. Any impact on 
participants was minimised by asking open-ended questions and in a sharing manner, 
not to influence their perspective and experiences of the topics for interview 
(Barbour, 2008). Member checks were applied after transcribing the interview data to 
make sure the collected information matched what the participants wanted to share. 
In the reporting period, data were reported honestly without changing or altering the 
findings to match certain predictions or interest groups. This showed respect both to 
the data reported as professional ethics (Johnson & Christensen, 2012), and to those 
who read and use the findings (Barbour, 2008) (see Appendix D).  
4.7 SUMMARY 
In the preceding chapters I have presented the literature on curriculum and curriculum 
development, the context of higher education curriculum development in Vietnam. 
Based on the literature review and context analysis, a conceptual framework was 
developed to address the research question What are the approaches to curriculum 
development at the University?  I have also presented the methodology used to answer 
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this research question, which was a single case study. The next chapters (5 and 6) report 
the findings of this study.  
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Chapter 5: Views about Curriculum 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter presents findings from three participant groups, namely Teachers, 
Administrators and Students, in response to the following research question: 
What are the views of senior administrators, EFL academics and EFL students 
at the University about curriculum? 
The findings for each group are presented in two parts: participant 
understandings of curriculum and their beliefs about the purposes of curriculum. 
Major similarities and differences among these groups are discussed at the end of the 
chapter as pointers for discussion in Chapter 8.  
5.2 GROUP 1: TEACHERS 
This section presents the findings from the Teacher Group, consisting of 15 teachers 
(see the Appendix A). Their teaching experiences are varied, ranging from three 
years to more than thirty years in higher education. Four of them are Academic 
Heads, responsible for managing academic matters including curriculum and 
curriculum development.  
5.2.1 Understandings of Curriculum 
The teacher group identified at least five major understandings of curriculum. As 
shown in Figure 5.1, curriculum was understood as:  
1) the structure and content of a course,  
2) the structure and content of a unit (or a subject),  
3) textbooks and the content of textbooks,  
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4) teaching experience, and  
5) learning experience. 
 
Figure 5.1. Teachers' understandings of curriculum 
Curriculum as the structure and content of a course 
In terms of curriculum as the structure and content of a course, three dimensions of 
curriculum were embedded within this understanding:  
1) as a course framework,  
2) as a pattern of multiple units and temporal aspect within a course, and 
3) as a plan for the course.  
In the next section I address the evidence supporting each of these dimensions. 
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First, curriculum was viewed as a course framework based on which "teachers 
design their own teaching plans for different classes" (Hoàng). The framework gave 
general information about the course such as the list of required units and elective 
units (Thắm), and the aims and objectives of the course (Hoàng). Hồng emphasised 
that the University prescribed this framework, and its use for planning was 
compulsory. 
Other teachers, however, noted that the curriculum was shaped and guided by 
the MoET's curriculum framework, which prescribes basic information about the 
training majors and required units (Quỳnh, Vân). Though teachers realised that some 
mandatory units in the MoET's framework were unnecessary and unrealistic, no 
other options were available, as the framework was compulsory (Thắm, Nguyệt). Tú 
explained further: 
The MoET's curriculum framework is a sample curriculum consisting of pre-
specified knowledge and skills. That means when being approved to offer a 
new major, the university has to follow the prescribed curriculum framework 
for that major. The framework is a kind of legal document which the 
university has to follow and is not allowed to do differently. For example, 
the framework requires a number of credit points for socio-political 
knowledge. Furthermore, it specifies how many credit points for general 
knowledge and specialised knowledge
9
. It [the framework] also identifies 
what units are required for general knowledge, what units are required for 
professional knowledge, and what units are elective. The university also 
needs to know the total number of credit points allowed for that major. For 
example, the EFL B.A major consists of 140 credit points among which 15 
credit points are mandatory for political units. The rest is for general 
knowledge and professional knowledge where the university can make 
decisions on what to teach.  
                                                 
 
9
 'General knowledge' is required for students of all majors, and the language of instruction is 
Vietnamese. Specialised knowledge is typically characterised by different majors, and is closely 
connected to future jobs so it is sometimes designated as professional knowledge. As for the EFL 
defined curriculum, the language of instruction for specialised knowledge is English.  
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The second dimension of this understanding [curriculum as the structure and 
content of a course] is that curriculum was viewed as a pattern of multiple units (or 
teaching content) and the temporal aspect within a course. Xuân simply considered 
curriculum was "all the units in a course", while Thắm stated "all the units and what 
is related from the first year to graduation". Similarly, Tiến defined curriculum as 
"what is designed to teach in 4 years". Both Thắm and Hoàng mentioned the 
temporal aspect of the curriculum. However, Nguyệt clarified that the total time 
could range from three years for Cao đẳng students to four years for Đại học 
students
10
. In Quỳnh's viewpoint, the pattern of content and time was interpreted as 
"units of a course and time allocation for each unit". For these teachers, curriculum 
was seen essentially as a document that specified the scope and sequence of what 
needed to be learnt and taught.  
The third dimension is that curriculum was viewed as a plan for the course. 
Thùy defined a curriculum as "a foundation of what units to be taught, how those 
units are taught, and what skills and knowledge are required". Other teachers such as 
Tú, Minh, and Yến had similar ideas about curriculum as a plan consisting of what to 
teach (units), how to teach (methods), what objectives, and for how long. Nhàn was 
more specific: "curriculum is a written plan of activities, materials, skills and 
knowledge to be transmitted to target students". Minh, despite her background as a 
very young teacher, offered an understanding of curriculum with various elements:  
...In my opinion, curriculum is a general plan for a course. Thus, it comprises 
all teaching and learning activities organised by the university for students to 
participate, to achieve the university's educational objectives.  
                                                 
 
10
 Cao đẳng is a three-year programme in higher education and is commonly translated as 'College'. 
Đại học is a four to five- year programme and is known as 'University'.  
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What makes the third view [curriculum as a plan for a course] different from 
the second view [curriculum as a pattern of units and temporal aspect within a 
course] is that curriculum was not simply a collection of units to be taught in a 
certain period but, that the plan shows a much broader educational experience in a 
higher education institution, and there was coherence and alignment within the plan. 
For instance, Tú noted the need for alignment in a curriculum: 
The coherence and alignment of the curriculum has to be ensured, for 
example, the units included in a curriculum have to be aligned and support 
one another. These units, at the same time, have to align with the objectives, 
and provide learners with certain knowledge and skills.   
Curriculum as the structure and content of a unit/ subject 
This section presents teachers' perception of curriculum as the structure and the 
content of a unit/ subject. In this understanding, curriculum was seen as what was 
taught in a unit/ subject, or what was presented in a unit outline. The curriculum 
sometimes simply meant "what to teach and what students are supposed to achieve in 
a unit" (Yến). For other teachers, curriculum meant more than content and 
objectives, and was presented briefly in a unit outline. A unit outline normally 
consisted of content, objectives, teaching methods and assessment, and the most 
important thing was the content to be taught (Quỳnh). Whereas Minh did not stress 
any particular element in her unit outline, which comprised teaching content, 
activities she organised, and materials for reference. Hồng described a unit outline in 
full as follows: 
... It [a unit outline] comprises the name and the code of that unit, time 
allocation, the number of teaching periods
11
 for theoretical knowledge and 
for practice, how many lessons, how many chapters of the textbooks, how 
many teaching periods for each lesson, each chapter. In a more detailed unit 
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 A teaching period normally lasts 45 minutes 
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outline, there are teacher's activities, and students' activities, that is, what 
teacher does and what students are supposed to do, ways of assessment 
including mid-term assessment, end-of-term assessment, compulsory 
materials, and materials for reference.  
Most experienced teachers were responsible for designing their own unit 
outlines, while less experienced teachers could use the outlines prepared by more 
experienced staff teaching the same units (Hoàng, Xuân). Some teachers designed 
their unit outlines based on textbooks (Hoàng, Thắm); others relied on the course 
framework for guidance, and completed the information about the unit using a 
template formatted by the Department of Academic Affairs (Hoàng, Hồng). This 
view was consistent with the previous understanding of curriculum as a course 
framework, which was designed by the Department of Academic Affairs and was 
compulsory for teachers.  
Teachers' responses to students' feedback were very different. Some considered 
students' feedback an important way to help teachers customise the content and 
teaching methods in a unit (Nguyệt, Nhi, Trung). By contrast, Thùy considered 
students' feedback was useless since "they just wanted to please their teachers" 
(Thùy), and so she used test results as an indicator to make necessary changes in 
relation to teaching content and methods. Several teachers like Minh, Quỳnh, Tiến, 
and Tú combined students' feedback, test results and their participation, as well as 
their attitude, as constructive feedback for changes to curriculum.  
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Curriculum as textbooks and the content of textbooks
12
 
This section reports on another conception of curriculum in which lecturers defined 
curriculum as textbooks and the content of textbooks being used. The existing 
curriculum was textbook-based: textbooks were selected beforehand and curriculum 
was developed accordingly (Hoàng, Hồng). Hồng revealed that since the chosen 
textbooks comprised all necessary elements (objectives, procedures, content, and 
assessment), these textbooks became compulsory: as an unwritten rule, teachers had 
to follow all the steps proposed, and to cover all the content presented in these 
textbooks. The compulsory elements of the curriculum, e.g. objectives, procedures, 
content, seemed to align with the first view of curriculum as a framework of the 
course mandated by the MoET. Furthermore, Yến felt the same about the textbooks 
she was using: "It is said that books are alternative but I felt that I had to follow 
Interaction and Mosaic". Nhi spoke about a change in the Foreign Language 
Faculty’s use of a textbook. The previous textbook Lifeline to Know How was 
replaced with Interaction and Mosaic. She stated, "I haven't been involved in those 
changes of curriculum". The term curriculum was therefore used to indicate the 
previously mentioned textbooks. Likewise, Tiến used curriculum and textbooks 
interchangeably: 
The Dean will approve teaching curriculum as usual, then hand over the 
curriculum to Academic Heads. My Academic Head nominates me to teach 
a certain unit using a specific textbook. Teachers are required to follow that 
specified textbook. Though I wanted to use another textbook which is more 
suitable and updated, I was not allowed to do so.  
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 The concepts of textbooks and content of textbooks are distinguished because most language 
textbooks being used at the University offer not only the information and skills, but also objectives, 
procedures, activities including how the information should be taught and how the skills are 
developed. 
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Nguyệt described curriculum as both textbooks and textbook content. She 
recalled that when assigning her to teach a unit, the Dean gave her a textbook which 
she had to follow. In response to a question on her comments about the existing 
curriculum, she concluded: "curriculum in the textbook is not realistic and not 
helpful to students", and she specified particular parts or topics presented in 
textbooks as useless. So she only followed some topics and some techniques [for 
writing] and left out others (Nguyệt). Xuân, on the other hand, found some Listening 
units in Interaction and Mosaic textbooks too challenging and difficult for her 
students, and therefore selected other sources, and used the content in textbooks as 
self-learning tasks.  
The teachers pointed out several other problems when discussing curriculum as 
textbooks and content of textbooks. Tiến and Nhi argued that the textbooks were 
outdated: "they have not been updated or renewed after being used for several years. 
Thus, the content is obsolete and useless" (Tiến). Nhi explained further: "The fifth 
edition of Interaction and Mosaic was in 2007, so the content of articles used to 
improve reading strategies was not appropriate to current situations [in the 
Vietnamese context, at the time when the interview took place]". From Tiến's and 
Nhi's arguments, textbooks and the content of textbooks seemed irrelevant to both 
students' currents needs and the current Vietnamese situation. For that reason, Tiến 
suggested that "every year the Faculty needs to undergo re-examining, reviewing, re-
evaluating teaching curriculum, or textbooks to be specific, to see if they are still 
appropriate".  
Thùy revealed that in her recent research about the alignment between 
textbooks being used and the existing curriculum, she found the selected textbooks 
too difficult for students. Other teachers expressed concern about the 
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inappropriateness of the textbook content since "it is merely related to American 
culture" (Yến), "cultural aspects of foreign textbooks are not suitable with 
Vietnamese learners" (Hoàng). Tú raised an important point: "Foreign textbooks, 
though well-designed, are not really appropriate". 
Curriculum as a teaching experience 
In previous sections, curriculum was described as the structure and content of either 
a course or a unit; as textbooks and the content of textbooks. Curriculum as a 
teaching experience is different from those mentioned but can encompass both of the 
first two understandings: curriculum as the structure and content of a course, and 
curriculum as the structure and content of a unit (or a subject).  
Teaching experience here comprises various elements such as teaching content 
(what), teaching methods (how), time (how long), teaching purposes, and 
professional judgement for changes made to curriculum. For instance, Trung 
considered curriculum as "teaching content, meeting students' needs and training 
objectives, graded from low to high levels, subjected to specialisation" [as students 
progressed through their programs]. For Vân, curriculum was more than teaching 
content: she defined it as "a teaching plan comprising what to do, for how long, and 
for what reasons". Hoàng shared similar ideas to Vân and also defined curriculum as 
a teaching plan. However, in Hoàng's teaching plan, objectives were set, but teaching 
content and methods were changeable. Teaching experience was highlighted and 
approaches are adapted during planning and implementing the curriculum, as Yến 
explained: 
It [curriculum] is connected to teaching procedures, and ways of planning 
lessons. Sometimes I realised some inappropriateness and changes were 
made. First of all, when planning a lesson I would imagine how all activities 
were going on if I delivered the lesson in such an order. I anticipated the 
164  
problems and made changes then. Secondly, when I was delivering the 
lesson if I discovered something wrong, I would change right away. 
This understanding of curriculum can be seen as teacher-centred, although 
teachers claimed that curriculum was based on students' needs and the changes they 
made being for the sake of students. Nhi, for example, explained her reason for 
changing the curriculum was "to suit students' levels", while Hồng and Yến 
considered students' attitudes, interests, and understandings. Minh chose topics 
which "are friendly to students", while Tú selected content appropriate to social 
development and needs. The majority revealed that they made changes to improve 
teaching, as Minh confirmed:  
I think teachers can sometimes make changes to teaching content and time 
allocation... All the feedback and comments I receive are used for my own 
teaching, for example, as an experience to adapt any teaching content or 
methods for next lessons. 
The idea that all changes are intended to improve teaching was a common 
belief among all the teaching staff. Furthermore, this understanding also meant that 
teachers were those who made decisions about what to teach, how to teach, and to 
make necessary changes, such as parts of teaching content. Tiến and Thắm similarly 
supported teachers' professional judgement to make changes, both stated: teachers 
are those who taught in classes, directly come in contact with students, and directly 
used that curriculum, so their ideas were precise, realistic, and useful. 
Some teachers clearly drew on their previous studies in describing their 
perceptions of curriculum. For example, Nhi, who came from the marketing 
discipline, appeared to believe "market driving forces" were necessary to shape 
curriculum to meet the current social needs. On the other hand, Nhàn, Vân and Minh, 
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trained in EFL teaching, were more inclined to perceive curriculum as a teaching 
plan comprising both teaching content and pedagogical methods.  
It was noteworthy that some phrases repeatedly used in the teachers' responses 
signified that the curriculum was based on and reflected their own experiences. The 
phrases are: "Tôi cảm thấy" (I felt), "Tôi nhận thấy" (I learnt or I realised), "Theo 
kinh nghiệm của tôi" (From my own experience), and "Theo tôi biết" (As far as I 
know/ from my understanding). Quỳnh, for example, shared her perspectives: "Based 
on my experiences, I integrate more content or select other resources for students' 
self-study. It means I draw experiences through my teaching process". Hồng, Nhi 
and other teachers demonstrated how their experience counted when they shared that 
they had followed the existing curriculum strictly in their first years of teaching, but 
more recently had made changes based on their own experience. Nguyệt, who was 
formerly a high school teacher, tended to select teaching content based on what she 
believed high school students had learnt previously. Hence, professional judgements 
were made based on teachers' experience and for improved teaching in the future. 
This section has reported teachers' perceptions of curriculum as teaching 
experience - that is, both teaching process and teaching strategies. The following 
section will examine another understanding of curriculum, which is more student-
centred: curriculum as a learning experience.  
Curriculum as a learning experience 
In this understanding, curriculum is not viewed as a product but as a process 
reflecting students' learning experiences. In other words, curriculum seemed not to be 
defined as answering What is a curriculum?, but rather What is going on around that 
curriculum?. Tú, for example, offered his students opportunities to make decisions 
on the curriculum. For him, curriculum referred to "learning content that is useful to 
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students and what students want to learn". Hoàng stated that curriculum was "how 
students perceived learning and teaching methods". He explained further: 
In my class, normally the teacher raises an issue, and students raise their 
hands to answer. At times, I ask students to raise the issue they are 
concerned about and the whole class discuss the answer. That means parts of 
the curriculum were decided by my students.  
Curriculum as learning experience allowed students to use what they have 
known and express what else they want to learn. Nhi argued that after finishing high 
school, students have a basic knowledge of the jobs they are applying for in the 
future. Based on such knowledge and understanding, they should be involved by 
"ordering what they want to learn more" (Nhi).  
Conceived of as a learning experience, curriculum was explained as a shared 
experience between learners and teachers. Minh stated: "Learners are those who 
provide important information such as their needs, and expectations, based on which 
experts develop a curriculum for learners". Students' contributions were considered a 
significant factor for both a realistic curriculum and one that is also suitable to 
learners' needs (Hoàng). Several teachers agreed that the curriculum was a result of 
feedback from and observation of students. Furthermore, conversations between 
teachers and students, both current and graduated, were essential in developing a 
curriculum focused on students' experiences (Nhi, Xuân). 
The rationale for curriculum as a learning experience was supported by a 
shared belief about learning. For instance, Nhi confirmed: "we'd better teach what 
learners need, rather than what we have". Trung, who had a strong business 
background, compared students with customers and pointed out the importance of 
meeting customers' demand. Nhàn and Hồng both argued that a realistic and practical 
curriculum was necessarily based on learners' needs and expectations, as well as 
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competencies. Based on the theory of second language acquisition, Hoàng explained 
that the important factors of language learning are learners' motivations, interests and 
needs, so an effective language curriculum should be consistent with this student-
centred notion of language teaching. 
Tiến, on the other hand, noticed that teachers of the English language often 
pioneered student-centred teaching methods as "the teachers always encourage 
students to exploit their critical thinking through discussions, pair work or group 
work, assignments and presentations"
13
. Thus, the curriculum should be student-
centred in order to match the chosen methods. In this sense, teaching methods, which 
were student-centred, led and oriented curriculum.  
Though several teachers highlighted the importance of a student-centred 
curriculum, the view of curriculum as a learning experience was not widely shared 
among teaching staff and remains a marginally new concept. Students' experiences 
were simply reflected in students' evaluation comments (Quỳnh). Moreover, some 
teachers said that Vietnamese students were unwilling to share their ideas or 
comments relating to teaching matters, including curriculum, and their feedback was 
unreliable because they wanted to please their teachers through positive comments 
(Thùy). From a cultural perspective, Hồng acknowledged Vietnamese students were 
hardworking and studious in general. However, they dared not take the lead in 
learning, but mostly relied on their teachers as a consequence of traditional and 
cultural influences. For that reason, Hồng was worried that students could not 
contribute much to the curriculum. Trung was more concerned about students' 
competencies in recognising what a good curriculum was, suggesting that negotiating 
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 Student-centred methods as described are very innovative in the Vietnamese context where teaching 
practices are mostly carried out by one-way transmission from teachers to students.  
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curriculum or participating in making decisions was beyond their understandings and 
practices. 
In conclusion of this section, though teachers contributed different perceptions 
of curriculum in their responses, the curriculum in general emerged to be a product 
that existed prior to students' learning. Furthermore, curriculum seemed to be 
imposed from the top by either the MoET, the University, or even from senior 
teachers. In this sense, a question is raised about teachers' autonomy in respect of the 
curriculum. This topic is will be addressed in Chapter 7.  
The findings also showed that some innovative teachers discussed new views 
of curriculum as a process, which fell into either teaching experience or learning 
experience. Moreover, diverse understandings of curriculum were influenced by 
individual teacher's characteristics, experiences, and potentially their roles in 
developing the curriculum. Such roles are analysed and discussed further in the 
following chapter.  
5.2.2 Purposes of Curriculum 
The purposes of curriculum recorded from this group are summarised in Figure 5.2. 
Three purposes of curriculum were identified for students:  
1. developing students' knowledge and skills,  
2. preparing them for jobs, and  
3. meeting social needs.  
Those purposes were woven together, and showed mutual impact. The data 
also showed that some teachers viewed the implicit purpose of curriculum was for 
individual development. Individual development was recounted as developing 
knowledge and skills, and for job preparation. The main purpose of curriculum for 
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teachers was to guide teaching. Those purposes and their connections are analysed 
below.  
 
Figure 5.2. Purposes of curriculum identified by teachers 
Developing students’ knowledge and skills  
According to some teachers, the core purpose of curriculum was to develop learners' 
knowledge and skills. The terms 'knowledge and skills' were found in almost all 
responses of the teaching staff. This section further explores what teachers meant by 
knowledge and skills and what the knowledge and skills are for. The latter question 
highlights the link between this necessary purpose with other purposes of curriculum.  
Many teachers specified that the curriculum aimed to prepare students with 
knowledge of the language and about the language. Tú explained that knowledge of 
language consisted of understandings of vocabulary, grammar, and writing styles. 
Knowledge of the language was closely connected to the skills of using the language 
efficiently (Thùy). Interviewees repeatedly mentioned skills of listening, speaking, 
reading and writing. Others identified certain criteria for language efficiency, for 
example, graduates "need(ed) to achieve intermediate level after four years" (Xuân) 
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or "reach 550 points in the TOEFL point scale
14
 and be able to communicate 
effectively with native speakers" (Hoàng). 
Furthermore, curriculum also provided students with knowledge about the 
language. Minh stated: "students have to master the nature of the language they are 
learning, and the differences compared with other languages, for instance, 
Vietnamese... or the knowledge of culture related to the language they are going to 
teach in the future". Xuân emphasised the background knowledge of both 
Vietnamese and English so that would-be teachers knew the similarities and the 
differences between the two languages. Hence, the knowledge of cultures of English 
speaking countries was necessarily included in the curriculum, with American and 
British cultures most commonly given as reference points in Vietnam (Hồng, Xuân). 
Knowledge about language, according to Tú, includes social and cultural etiquettes 
when using the language. 
In terms of skills, curriculum was seen to not only  provide students with the 
skills of using a language as mentioned above, but also other skills, including 
professional skills and life skills (Thùy). Professional skills, which are discussed 
further below, were related to their future jobs as teachers or translators, and enabled 
a graduate "to be someone who is competent to earn a living" (Xuân). Life skills, 
which the teachers sometimes referred to as "soft skills", were considered one of the 
goals of curriculum which "makes people more confident to join society" (Tú).  
Job preparation for students 
The second purpose of the curriculum was job preparation, which was commonly 
mentioned by all teachers in this group. Nhi, for example, confirmed: "the purpose of 
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 550 points in the TOEFL scale is equivalent to 6.5 IELTS scale 
(http://www.iau.la/download/TOEFL_IELTS_score_comparison.pdf) 
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curriculum is to guarantee students' future jobs". She compared training students with 
making a quality product. Quality was ensured when graduating students are able to 
embark on a potentially valued career. Minh stated: "the purpose [of curriculum] is to 
develop students' knowledge and skills meeting the requirements of their later jobs". 
Other teachers directly indicated that curriculum was job-oriented. For example, 
Xuân suggested investigating what skills and knowledge were required for potential 
jobs, and including those knowledge and skills in the curriculum. Tú stressed: "units 
in a curriculum are designed firstly to inform students about the nature of the jobs, 
then to prepare them with the knowledge, and ability to perform well the jobs they 
are supposed to do in the future". More specifically, Trung concluded: 
As for teacher trainees, the purpose of the curriculum is to produce high 
school teachers who are capable of teaching junior high school [from grade 6 
to grade 9], and senior high school [from grade 10 to grade 12]. As for those 
majoring in the English language, the purpose of curriculum is to train them 
to become translators or interpreters.  
In addition, there was a strong connection documented between developing 
knowledge and skills and preparing students for future jobs. As mentioned above, 
curriculum was significant in developing students' knowledge and skills in using the 
language and performing their potential jobs, namely, as teachers of English, 
translators or interpreters. As teacher trainees, they were required "to master teaching 
methods" (Nguyệt, Thùy), "to know how to deliver a lesson properly" (Minh), and 
"to understand how to develop language skills for their students" (Tú). Vân also 
shared her experience of working with high-school teachers to appreciate the 
necessary knowledge and skills, which were later included in her curriculum, thus 
meeting the requirements for teaching languages. As would-be translators or 
interpreters, translation theories and translating skills were considered essential 
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(Nguyệt). The skills and knowledge of translation enabled graduates "to translate 
accurately in terms of content and appropriately in terms of cultures" (Nhi).  
Other knowledge and skills were also required to enable students, in both 
majors, to perform well in their future jobs. Both Nhi and Nhàn emphasised the 
significance of communication skills, both for language teachers and translators. Nhi 
argued that the curriculum should also aim to develop students' generic problem-
solving skills to help them perform well in their jobs and solve any unanticipated 
problems effectively. Moreover, cross-cultural knowledge appears to be indispensable 
for all language learners to avoid misunderstandings in communication. Such 
knowledge was vital for those who want to be teachers of English and those who want 
to be translators or interpreters (Hồng, Nhàn, Tú). The requirements of potential jobs, 
however, were changing (at the time of the study) due to factors related to another 
purpose of curriculum, the purpose of meeting social needs. 
Meeting social needs 
The third purpose of curriculum was to meet social needs in Vietnam. As shown in 
Figure 5.3, social needs were interpreted in different ways, including socio-economic 
development activities, demands on labour forces, requirements of jobs, and 
standards for individuals. According to Trung, social needs were changing 
continuously with the development of Vietnamese society, and had created new 
requirements for learners and learning outcomes. Thus, the curriculum had to be 
changed and updated "to meet ever-changing learners' needs and social needs". Nhàn 
argued that as the purpose of curriculum was to ensure "its products are accepted and 
respected by society... the curriculum needs to be realistic and appropriate to current 
society". The following section examines the purposes of curriculum with reference 
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to social and historical needs, and clarifies the link between social needs and 
individual development.   
 
Figure 5.3. Social needs identified by teachers 
As shown in Figure 5.3, curriculum development firstly served socio-economic 
development that could be understood as "local economic development" (Tú) or "the 
economic, cultural, and educational development of a society" (Nhàn). Both Hồng 
and Tú noted that curriculum was designed to ensure that graduates served society by 
preparing them with particular knowledge, skills and attitudes. Tú also pointed out 
that the existing curriculum tended to integrate different knowledge of other fields 
such as Environmental Education, Behaviour Education, and Sex Education, some of 
which are mandated units in the EFL curriculum. Therefore, students were required 
to learn more than knowledge required for their chosen profession, and as Tú pointed 
out, they might not wish to study core curriculum subjects such as, Sex Education. 
Nhi mentioned one of the goals of curriculum as producing "well-rounded people to 
meet stable socio-economic development in a historical period of time". Further 
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discussion of the meaning of well-rounded is outlined below in regards to individual 
development. 
Secondly, the curriculum was expected to prepare students to meet new and 
shifting requirements. Thùy and Vân focused on training teachers and claimed that a 
good curriculum should be based on analysis of contemporary social needs, "for 
example, what current teachers are like, what criteria are required for current needs" 
(Thùy), or "what high schools expect our students to be" (Vân). Nguyệt and Nhi both 
argued that the student learning outcomes, which were specified in a curriculum, 
would guarantee if the students passed, their capability to satisfy job requirements, 
and also meet social needs. This will be discussed further in the specifications 
relating to core curriculum prescribed by the MoET. Furthermore, Minh specified 
social needs as the requirements of employers, "for instance, what professional 
knowledge or skills are needed". Tú explained further: 
... by social needs I meant what knowledge or skills are required in a job... a 
curriculum helps learners firstly know the nature of that job, then prepares 
them with knowledge and skills enabling them to perform well the tasks to 
be assigned later.  
Thirdly, social needs were at times identified as social demands on the labour 
force for particular jobs. Minh described current social needs as the "demands for a 
labour force that is learned and qualified". Nhàn, on the other hand, warned of an 
ineffective curriculum as "not being able to meet social needs that are providing a 
qualified labour force with knowledge and skills as required by employers". 
Likewise, Nguyệt recommended that a curriculum be based on "social statistics 
comprising what jobs are needed, and what is the number of labour force for each 
job". Tú confirmed, "social needs are also what the labour market needs". According 
to him, those needs were varied but unstable due to social changes:  
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Job A, for example, might be in need at this certain time but not at another 
time. Employers may require specific knowledge or skills now, but change 
to other knowledge and skills later [for one particular job]. In terms of the 
teaching force, this year maths teachers are in need, next year teachers of 
literature are required; or teachers of English for primary schools this year 
but for high schools the following years...  
In short, references to social needs embraced broad and various meanings and 
interpretations. Those needs were at times viewed as socio-economic development 
activities, requirements of jobs, or demands of the labour force in a particular area, at 
a certain time. All had influences on curriculum and curriculum development in 
higher education institutions, as government policies and priorities change. 
Individual development 
While providing students with the necessary knowledge and skills to prepare them 
for jobs was clearly foremost for teachers, another purpose was referred to in more 
implicit ways. That is to develop individuals through knowledge and skills (as shown 
in Figure 5.2). Most teachers argued that providing knowledge helped learners grow 
personally. Tiến stated "education aims at completing learners' characteristics". Nhi 
confirmed education provided guidance to develop students' potential strengths. She 
argued that a higher education curriculum, in some ways, "train(ed) students' 
independence in thinking and solving problems, making them more confident in their 
life... leading a life of ambition and dreams". Among those skills, problem-solving 
skills were considered crucial not only in their jobs but in everyday life (Nhi). Hoàng 
and Tú offered, students are given opportunities to develop their critical thinking by 
analysing their needs and choosing what they really wanted to study. Nhàn spoke of 
developing students' critical thinking as one of the purposes of curriculum. She 
acknowledged a curriculum could help train Vietnamese students to be "world 
citizens".   
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The data showed a link between individual development and social needs. 
According to Hoàng, education should produce "people with quality and skills that 
meet social needs". Minh went one step further as she stressed that students needed 
"certain knowledge, professional skills, thinking and analysing competencies to be 
able to join society", while Xuân argued that well-trained people are "to serve 
country and society to build up a better and more civilised society". People who are 
well qualified, in turn, foster "motives for the stable development of society" (Tiến). 
Well-trained people were described by Minh as 'well-rounded people' who "have 
good characteristics, morality, qualification, and necessary skills" which the 
curriculum aimed to produce.  
The link between these purposes was clear. The knowledge and skills provided 
by a curriculum both prepared students for future jobs, and developed them as 
individuals within current the Vietnamese social norms simultaneously. Jobs and 
individual growth were driven by social needs which in turn oriented those who 
develop curriculum. Being well aware of the relationships, all the teachers in this 
group strongly suggested 'needs analysis' as an important initial step in the 
curriculum development process, which is discussed further later.  
Guidance for teachers 
The data revealed that the purposes of curriculum were not only for students' sake, 
but also to provide guidance for teachers. Tiến simply put it: "in order to train, to 
teach someone, we must have a teaching curriculum". Discussing the purposes of 
curriculum, different metaphors were used. Hoàng considered the purpose of a 
curriculum is to give teachers direction: "I think the purpose of curriculum is a 
lodestar based on which teachers know what to do, what to teach during their 
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course... By lodestar, I meant a guide that teachers can follow when teaching". 
Meanwhile, Tiến compared curriculum with "the backbone of a body":  
the purpose of curriculum is to form a core of teaching process to serve 
learners and teachers. Because curriculum is like a backbone of a training 
process, if the backbone is strong, the body is well developed. Thus, I 
believe, teaching curriculum or training curriculum is very important in a 
teaching process.  
Likewise, Vân considered the goal of a curriculum as "a destination" and 
confirmed that once the destination was identified, she was able to choose 
appropriate measures to reach it.  
Thùy, an academic head, believed that curriculum was used to "select 
appropriate teachers for different units or subjects"; and as a teacher, the curriculum 
was employed "to select suitable teaching methods". She emphasised: "without 
curriculum, teachers do not know what to teach and how to teach". Thùy also 
discussed the potential influences of curriculum changes on teachers. For example, a 
condensed curriculum, one that was reduced in terms of the total of credit points and 
duration, might require teachers to re-select teaching content and teaching methods, 
and to improve their competencies to keep up with new curriculum. They had to "do 
research for professional development and self-study some new skills such as IT 
skills so that they could record their voices, or send electronic materials to students" 
(Thùy). Therefore, curriculum change played a role in the professional development 
of teachers.  
In summary, four major purposes of curriculum for students were discussed: 
development of students' knowledge and skills, job preparation, social needs, and 
individual development. Among these purposes, job preparation appeared to be 
predominant. For teachers, the purpose of curriculum was as a guide in their 
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teaching. Among these purposes, the findings showed that through curriculum, 
knowledge and skills were transferred to students. Perception of the nature of 
knowledge will be discussed later in the lens of cultural and traditional values (as 
shown in the conceptual framework section 3.4). In addition, different interpretations 
of social needs are worth analysing further, comparing the Vietnamese context with 
others.  
5.3 GROUP 2: ADMINISTRATORS 
This section presents the findings from Group 2: the Administrator Group consisting 
of three people: the Dean of the Foreign Language Faculty, the Vice-Dean of the 
Department of Academic Affairs, and the Rector.  
5.3.1 Understandings of Curriculum 
Administrators contributed three different understandings of curriculum, which are 
analysed separately. The understandings are classified as curriculum as a design, 
curriculum as a set of objectives, and curriculum as a set of regulations (as shown in 
Figure 5.4).  
 
Figure 5.4. Administrators' understandings of curriculum 
It is significant to note that this group frequently used the term training 
curriculum instead of curriculum. This term could cause misunderstandings and 
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confusion for readers from other cultural and educational backgrounds. The reason 
cited for this, as Đăng explained, was because this term was officially used in all 
legal documents and in the Vietnamese educational system. Thus, training 
curriculum was used in a rather different way than in Western context, and 
encompassed both training and educating (Đăng, Nhân). 
Curriculum as a design 
First of all, curriculum was considered as "a design of the entire process which 
reflects the university's philosophy, objectives, and the recently added term of 
meeting social needs"
15
 (Nhân). The design, as Nhân explained further, included 
several units of a training major. The units, in his opinion, were divided into two 
categories: those of general knowledge which were compulsory such as Politics and 
National Defence, and those units of professional knowledge. According to Nhân, 
the more specific and measurable curriculum objectives were, the better a curriculum 
would guarantee the equality of student outcomes; and curriculum objectives were 
necessarily aligned with the university's training objectives.  
Curriculum as a set of objectives or standards 
Secondly, curriculum was interpreted as a set of objectives or standards. Hải stated 
that a curriculum was "a standard of knowledge that learners are supposed to 
achieve, consisting of objectives in terms of content, knowledge, and skills that 
learners must achieve to graduate... The curriculum also includes how to assess 
students". According to Hải, this curriculum was aligned with the MoET's 
framework which defines "number of credit points, total training time, general 
knowledge, and professional knowledge". The set of objectives was changeable and 
adapted every year due to the students' level and Hải's own experience as a language 
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 The term 'Meeting social needs' has been in used since 2007 (Đăng). 
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learner and teacher. However, with this interpretation, curriculum appeared to be 
more than just a set of objectives: 
... from my experience of a language learner, I realised what my students 
need first, what approach should be taken, what content is needed to train 
students, and the most important thing is what learning outcomes are, what 
else students are able to develop themselves later. (Hải)  
Curriculum, therefore, started with students needs, and embraced both teaching 
content (what content) and teaching methods (what approach). Hải emphasised the 
learning outcomes as the most significant element of the curriculum. In addition, his 
definition also showed the possibility for students' lifelong learning. 
Curriculum as a set of regulations 
Thirdly, curriculum was viewed as a set of regulations. For instance, Đăng stated 
"curriculum is understood as regulations to be about the content of a training 
curriculum, consisting of training objectives; training plans, methods, and forms; 
ways of assessment, and conditions to implement the curriculum". In this way, 
curriculum served as a guidance to implement the content; or the rules that teaching 
staff were obliged to follow. This understanding seemed to be more focused on how 
to conduct the curriculum, and as a device for administrators to control 
implementation of the curriculum.  
Đăng and Nhân shared views on the openness of the curriculum for adaptation 
or further development. Both of them mentioned other curriculum characteristics 
including continuity, flexibility, and integration. Đăng explained that these 
characteristics responded to MoET's directive related to continuity in training, which 
meant students were able to continue studying to upgrade their levels. Nhân, on the 
other hand, considered these characteristics as criteria of a good curriculum. 
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According to Nhân, continuity of a curriculum was both vertical and 
horizontal: vertical continuity referred to coherence among different levels of 
training, for example, from a three-year program to a four-year program. This 
enabled learners of one training level to continue studying at a higher level. 
Horizontal continuity referred to the coherence among training majors and units 
within majors: ensured coherence among units of a major, and eliminated any 
overlap.  
Nhân also explained further that flexibility in a curriculum reflected the 
regulations of electives in a major. This characteristic allowed students to select units 
according to their interests and their individual strengths. Integration, on the other 
hand, referred to the ability to combine related content into one unit. This feature 
helped reduce the total number of credit points of a major, but at the same time 
ensured sufficient knowledge in relation to the prespecified course outcomes. 
In relation to curriculum objectives (mục tiêu), administrators mentioned 
another term called standards of outcomes (chuẩn đầu ra). They all agreed that 
standards of outcomes were more specific and measureable than objectives. Nhân 
explained in detail: 
Objectives are general expectations, aims of a training course which are not 
measurable. Standards of outcomes are those of knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
which students are supposed to achieve when graduating. Standards of 
outcomes are specific, attainable, and measurable. In this sense, objectives are 
more general, and standards of outcomes are more specific. 
However, this group varied in their beliefs about what standards might be and 
how the standards of outcomes are formed. While Hải believed the standards were 
based on what was prescribed by MoET, Nhân and Đăng claimed that those 
standards were developed from the general objectives of the curriculum itself, which 
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were decided by the Rector. Objectives and standards of outcomes are discussed in 
the section related to the process of curriculum development. 
In conclusion, different understandings of curriculum reflected not only 
participants' beliefs about learning and education, but also the positions they were 
holding. Moreover, the findings revealed conflicting ideas about the autonomy the 
University has in relation to curriculum. Those points are addressed in Chapter 7.  
5.3.2 Purposes of Curriculum 
The Administrator group identified four major purposes of curriculum:  
1. developing knowledge and skills,  
2. job preparation,  
3. social needs, and  
4. further study (as presented in Figure 5.5).  
These purposes are now discussed further. 
 
Figure 5.5. Purposes of curriculum by identified administrators 
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Developing knowledge and skills 
All administrators pointed out that the first purpose of curriculum was developing 
students' knowledge and skills. For Đăng, a curriculum should "produce products 
[students] with knowledge and skills corresponding to training degrees". Nhân 
specified the purpose of curriculum as standards of outcomes comprising 
"knowledge, skills and attitudes that students are supposed to achieve when 
graduating". The purpose of curriculum he described was consistent with the purpose 
of learning as to "accumulate knowledge and form skills". However, he was the first 
and the only participant mentioned the term attitudes in the outcomes, but chose not 
to explain further in the follow-up interview.  
With respect to ELF majors, Hải specified knowledge and skills in relation to 
using the English language. Language competence for graduated students was based 
on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages ranging from A1 
(Breakthrough or Beginner) to C2 (Mastery or Proficiency). Graduated students were 
required to achieve B2 or C1 depending on their degrees, which meant students 
should be able to use English efficiently. 
Job preparation 
The second purpose of curriculum identified by this group was job preparation. Nhân 
suggested that the curriculum objectives and the university's training objectives are 
aligned. The university's objectives of teacher training were specified as "providing 
students with necessary knowledge and skills for effective educational and teaching 
activities", and "training people who are able to master their careers" (Nhân). Apart 
from preparing students with knowledge and skills, he emphasised that a higher 
education curriculum also "prepares students with vocational skills and competencies 
for their careers" (Nhân). Similarly, Đăng confirmed that the purpose of curriculum 
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was to train people who have professional knowledge and skills, ethics in careers, 
and competencies of professional development. Thus, the skills and knowledge 
students obtained in university were job-related. When choosing a course, students 
had some potential careers in their mind and a curriculum should realise these 
expectations (Nhân). 
Curriculum prepared students for both, specific jobs satisfying contemporary 
need, and opportunities for emerging jobs which these capabilities. Regarding 
planned jobs, the EFL curriculum provided students with the skills and knowledge 
required for being high school English teachers and translators or interpreters (Hải). 
For teacher trainees, students were required to master teaching methods and skills: 
... teaching methods or TESOL methodology, I meant the methods of 
teaching English to Vietnamese learners in general. Students are required to 
have professional skills, know what the procedures of a lesson are, know 
how to plan and deliver a lesson. Those are the aims of TESOL curriculum. 
(Hải)  
For would-be translators or interpreters, the skills and knowledge are varied: 
The aim of the English Language curriculum is that students are able to 
translate or to interpret from English into Vietnamese and vice versa. 
Translation, here, means students are able to read written texts and translate 
from Vietnamese into English and vice versa at advanced level. As to 
interpretation, students are able to listen and translate from English to 
Vietnamese or vice versa at advanced level (Hải). 
The curriculum at the same time prepared students for potential jobs such as 
tourist guiding, insurance counselling, and those in the TV and radio sectors. Hải 
noted that: "These new jobs require of students more than what is taught in the 
existing curriculum [EFL curriculum]". Hence the curriculum was flexible and 
adaptable to offer students new opportunities. 
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The purpose of the curriculum for job preparation meant students were 
provided with knowledge and skills not only for potential careers, but also for 
continuing and advancing in their chosen professions. Đăng emphasised the 
"students' capability of developing their professions" in the future, while Hải and 
Nhân discussed an aim of helping learners to develop in their jobs after graduating. 
Hải provided an example of the TESOL major: 
... For example, how to create motives for TESOL teacher trainees: learners 
have to achieve certain skills regarding methodology which make them 
interested in the major they are taking, and fascinated to go on their planned 
careers. Beside the knowledge and skills of using the language, of teaching, 
students are prepared with knowledge of how to love their chosen careers... 
how to inspire themselves to continue their professions (Hải). 
Social needs 
The interviewees specified that the third purpose of the curriculum was to meet 
social needs. Đăng confirmed at the beginning of the interview that the university's 
training curriculum should meet social needs. The term social needs, as Đăng 
explained, was a recently added term in education and training, and had been used 
since 2007. Thus, meeting social needs could be seen as a new trend in education and 
training in the Vietnamese context. According to Đăng, one mission of the university 
was to "provide a well-trained labour force for the area and nation-wide". Đăng also 
expressed his concerns about the shortage of information related to labour force 
demands in the area, which had placed pressure on the university. Moreover, 
requirements of employers' were changeable, so the university needed updated 
information in order to adapt its curriculum accordingly. Social needs, therefore, 
appeared to satisfy the requirements of jobs and to meet the demands of a particular 
labour force for a local area at a certain time.  
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Other administrators supported these views of social needs [as the requirement 
of jobs and demands on labour forces]. Hải, for instance, noted the purpose of the 
higher education curriculum was "to produce well-learned, professionally-qualified 
people to perform well in their careers, meeting social needs". Hải explained further 
that the social needs kept changing so student outcomes were adapted accordingly to 
ensure graduates could meet new employment opportunities. Likewise, Nhân 
claimed that the training curriculum aimed to meet ever-changing social needs, and 
discussed the necessity of having employers as major participants in curriculum 
development. In his opinion, employers' comments and feedback could help the 
university to keep up to date about new job requirements.   
Further study preparation 
Finally, one purpose of curriculum was to prepare students for further study. As 
mentioned in the previous section, both Đăng and Nhân emphasised the 
characteristic of continuity in the curriculum. This characteristic was consistent with 
the MoET's orientation, and allowed students to continue their study (Đăng). Nhân 
explained that college students who were undertaking three-year programs (cao 
đẳng) were able to continue their study to complete university degrees [four-year 
programs], or even to take a postgraduate courses for M.A. degrees.  
Moreover, the curriculum also aimed "to prepare students with research 
competencies for further study and for postgraduate research" (Nhân). Nhân called 
for "learning how to learn, how to think, how to solve problems", which he believed 
were necessary for life-long learning, while Hải stressed the possibility of further 
development for students.  
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5.4 GROUP 3: STUDENTS 
This section presents the findings from Group 3: the Student Group, which consisted 
of 21 students. Their learning experiences were varied, ranging from first year to 
fourth year, specialising in both TESOL and EFL, undertaking both three-year courses 
and four-year courses, from different classes. Twelve were female, nine male.  
5.4.1 Understandings of Curriculum 
Students' understandings of curriculum were categorised into four themes: 
curriculum as knowledge and skills, the content and structure of a course, a plan, and 
curriculum as a pathway (as shown in Figure 5.6).  
 
Figure 5.6. Students' understandings of curriculum 
 
Curriculum as the structure and content of a course 
Curriculum as the structure and content of a course, as shown in Figure 5.6, was 
described in two dimensions: all the units or subjects of a course, and a pattern of 
content and time. First, curriculum was interpreted as the entire units of a course. For 
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instance, Cẩm defined curriculum as "all units, content that students have to take". 
Similarly, Hưng specified curriculum as "a system of units that students have to take 
in a course". Lam used the same term, "a system of units", to describe curriculum. 
However, she noted that particular units were selected for different training majors 
by the university or by the MoET, for example, units of the four language skills for 
TESOL. Both Hoa and Lan believed that particular content or units were chosen 
because the University decided that the content or units would be useful for students' 
future careers. The idea of the curriculum for job preparation is discussed further in 
the next section.  
Those units included in the existing curriculum were varied and specified in 
different categories such as compulsory units or electives (Lan), units for general 
background knowledge or for professional knowledge (Lan). In regards to TESOL, 
Sang believed that these units provided students with "a wide range of knowledge 
and skills" consisting of the foundation knowledge of using English and skills of 
being teachers.  
Conceived as the structure and content of a course, curriculum was secondly 
viewed as a pattern of content and temporal aspects in a course. Temporal aspects 
comprised not only the total number of units and credit points of a course, but also 
the arrangement of those units and time allocation for each unit in a logical sequence. 
For example, Hoa noted, "the curriculum informs how many semesters, and how 
many units, how many credit points in each semester". Ngọc and Kiều also 
mentioned the idea of what units were offered and required in what semester. Such 
well structured curriculum, according to Kiều, could help students "arrange their 
learning schedule, which is suitable to their competencies and for better results". On 
the other hand, Hà mentioned the sequence of unit arrangement, and expressed her 
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concerns about the effectiveness of the current order of some units she took. Hoa, 
meanwhile, raised the idea of the balance between skill units in terms of the time 
allocation for each, and she believed such time allocation was not logical.   
Curriculum as knowledge and skills 
Curriculum was also described as various kinds of knowledge and skills. While Tuấn 
simply stated, "in my opinion, curriculum is the knowledge obtained during my 
college life", Tuyết noted that curriculum was "a system of knowledge offered by the 
university". Here, we can see students differentiate between the knowledge they 
believe the university plans and the knowledge they actually acquire over the course 
of their study. The term system of knowledge was commonly shared among other 
students. Nguyên, for example, used the exact term "system of knowledge from the 
university", and related this knowledge to future careers. Accordingly, the knowledge 
Nguyên mentioned included language skills such as listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing. In relation to EFL curriculum, Như explained the term knowledge and skills 
in three aspects:  
The first aspect is the knowledge and skills of using the language (Oxford 
English Dictionary), for example, listening, speaking, reading, writing and 
grammar. The second aspect is teaching methods. The third aspect is the 
knowledge of cultures, for instance, British and American cultures so that 
would-be teachers can provide their students with knowledge of cultures 
during their teaching later. 
The perception of curriculum as knowledge and skills sometimes overlapped 
with that of curriculum as the units in a course which was meant to provide students 
with certain knowledge and skills. However, knowledge and skills went beyond the 
units offered in a course because students could obtain these knowledge and skills 
from other extra-curricular activities rather than taking those units such as English 
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Speaking Club or Teaching Practice Competitions. Knowledge and skills, therefore, 
could be seen as a result of students' entire learning experience during their college life.  
If curriculum as knowledge and skills partly covered curriculum as the units in 
a course, the next understanding of curriculum coincided in part with that of 
curriculum as a pattern of content and time in a course: curriculum as a plan.  
Viewed as a plan, curriculum comprised more than just what and when, but 
also how. Châu, for example, added: "curriculum is a system with very clearly-
identified objectives at the introduction, and the measures in which teachers interact 
with learners to reach those objectives". Hân, on the other hand, compared 
curriculum with "a project consisting of objectives, directions, methods, and target 
learners". Meanwhile, Đông seemed to focus more on 'how' rather than 'what' in his 
understanding of curriculum, because, in his opinion, curriculum only consisted of 
"specified objectives and time frame for implementation". Thus, in curriculum as a 
plan, the measures or methods were added as new elements for implementing the 
curriculum, or enabling teachers and students to achieve the specified objectives.  
The data revealed two distinct kinds of plan: one plan for teachers and another 
for learners. While Hà defined curriculum as "a training plan for three to four years", 
Lợi described curriculum as "a teaching plan" consisting of different elements such 
as what materials were used, what objectives, standards of input and outcomes. In 
this sense, curriculum seemed to be used by teachers, and for teachers. Students 
appeared to be the target audience, but were separate from those plans.    
On the other hand, Ngọc offered a different understanding of curriculum which 
focused more on learners. She considered curriculum to be a flexible plan with 
multiple diverse tasks, appropriate to students' levels at different stages. Based on 
students' competencies, she explained further, "teachers offer appropriate leaning 
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methods... and continuously replace their teaching methods with more suitable ones 
when students progress". Kiều shared a similar understanding of curriculum with 
Ngọc. However, her perception of curriculum was even more learner-focused. She 
named it "a learning plan": 
I think training curriculum is a learning plan, which is offered by the 
university, and is suitable to students' competencies and levels. It [the plan] 
helps students improve their knowledge, pursue their dreams including those 
of careers. 
To sum up, curriculum as a plan comprised not only the content and time, but 
also the measures, or ways to implement the curriculum to achieve specified 
objectives. The curriculum was viewed either for teachers as a teaching plan or for 
students as a learning plan.  
One of the noteworthy points was that students tended to use many similes 
when describing curriculum. Curriculum was compared with "an essay" in which the 
introduction, body and conclusion are aligned (Thành). Curriculum was like "a 
project" (Hân), or a tree of different branches with required units, objectives and time 
(Đông). The curriculum was also likened to "a pathway".  
Curriculum as a pathway 
According to Phước, curriculum was compared with a "pathway" (con đường). In 
this sense, students were given autonomy for making decisions on what to study, and 
whether to stop or continue their learning journey based on their own interests, 
competencies, and expectations. A curriculum as a pathway also offered many 
opportunities for life-long learning, and shortcuts for different purposes. Compared 
with curriculum as a plan, some plans were fixed and designed by teachers, whereas 
the pathway notion implied some possibility for flexibility providing students with 
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choices. However, only one of 21 students mentioned this as a definition of 
curriculum. Phước noted: 
Curriculum is like a pathway which has been built for us. There are many 
shops on the road. When going along the road, one can select what he or she 
likes and goes ahead. The road is a non-stop one. When tired, one can take a 
rest. One can also take a turn (to another road) if he or she likes. When 
achieving their objectives, the walker can stop. Those who walk along make 
their own decisions when to stop. The pathway designer should know how to 
extend the road, not only with sample shops displayed, but also with many 
optional (selective) turns available. 
In conclusion, students held four major understandings of curriculum: 
curriculum as the content and structure of a course, as knowledge and skills, as a 
plan, and as a pathway. Curriculum was more than a product. It was conceptualised 
as the entire learning experience students partake in throughout their college life. 
Furthermore, perceived as a pathway, curriculum offered many opportunities and 
choices for students. In the next section, students' conceptions of the purposes of 
curriculum are examined.  
5.4.2 Purposes of Curriculum 
As shown in Figure 5.7, five major purposes of curriculum were identified: 
curriculum was for developing knowledge and skills, job preparation, meeting social 
needs, further study, and for individual needs.  
Developing knowledge and skills 
Students identified one of the purposes of curriculum as the provision of knowledge 
and skills. Lan, for example, believed that higher education curriculum helped 
improve her knowledge and develop her skills. Đông clarified specific purposes of an 
EFL curriculum as helping students "communicate effectively with foreigners" [by 
using English]. Cẩm specified the competence of using English as being equivalent 
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to 500 points according to the TOEFL point scale. Châu mentioned the knowledge 
and skills of using English. However, she extended that perception by suggesting that 
the curriculum also helped students gain academic knowledge of the language, as 
well as knowledge of cultural matters of a country and of its social life.  
  
Figure 5.7. Purposes of curriculum identified by students 
 
Job preparation 
The purpose of curriculum as job preparation was perceived as an overarching goal 
because all students interviewed referred to this purpose in different ways. Hoa 
stressed that: "the purpose of each curriculum depends on what major we are taking". 
Those majors, in her opinion, were closely connected with potential careers, for 
example, those who chose to study the TEFL major certainly wanted to be teachers 
of English or other careers in which English was used; those who chose to study 
painting clearly wanted to be artists. Likewise, Hưng confirmed that the purpose of 
curriculum was to enable graduates to "have a stable job". For that reason, the 
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curriculum aimed to prepare them with the professional knowledge and skills 
necessary for those future jobs. Similarly, Sang confirmed that curriculum was "to 
reinforce my existing knowledge, to obtain new knowledge useful to my later job". 
Hence, the link between developing students' knowledge and skills and preparing for 
potential careers was dominant.  
Regarding the EFL curriculum, Nguyên emphasised that it "prepares students 
with knowledge and skills to be teachers [of English]" while Huỳnh specified 
TESOL methodology and teaching skills for those who wish to be teachers, and 
translating skills for those who want to be translators. Sharing Huỳnh's idea, Hà 
elaborated on the qualification needed for translators and interpreters as "the ability 
to translate or interpret accurately. And the skills were conversational skills, 
problem-solving skills and professional ethics". Moreover, Cẩm revealed that the 
existing curriculum offered them opportunities to apply for other related jobs: 
... I should have skills and competencies to convey knowledge and teaching 
students [in high schools]. If we choose not to become teachers after 
graduating, we are prepared to work in other businesses or organisations in 
which we can use English, for example for a TV Broadcasting Station. 
Developing students' knowledge and skills, and job preparation, emerged as 
dominant perceptions of the purpose of curriculum in all student responses. These 
two purposes were also closely connected, and both were related to a third purpose of 
curriculum: meeting social needs. 
Social needs 
Compared with the two previous prevailing purposes of curriculum, meeting social 
needs appeared less significant in student responses. For instance, Như simply put it: 
"the purpose of curriculum is to meet social needs". From her explanation, social 
needs were certain knowledge and skills specifically required for a job such as 
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teaching or translating. She gave, as an example, the TESOL curriculum in which 
graduated teacher trainees were supposed to be able to know the stages and the order 
of a lesson, and techniques for teaching reading comprehension. In this understanding, 
meeting social needs was comparable with meeting the requirements of potential jobs.  
Meanwhile, other students considered social needs as producing a well-trained 
labour force. Tuấn, as a teacher trainee, indicated "qualified teachers" as the labour 
force the existing curriculum aimed to produce. Hà, who was taking a course 
specialising in translating and interpreting, stated: "I think the purpose of the training 
curriculum is to train a qualified human resource which is well-prepared with skills 
to perform our future careers [as translators and interpreters]". Lợi showed a more 
holistic perspective when encompassing those two conceptions: 
The purpose of TESOL training curriculum is to train qualified staff who are 
able to teach at high schools, colleges and universities. That of English B.A 
curriculum is to train qualified staff who are proficient in using the English 
language to translate, to interpret from English to Vietnamese, or vice versa, 
and to communicate with foreign partners speaking English. 
To sum up, meeting social needs was perceived by students to be a minor 
purpose of curriculum, although it was not able to be clearly distinguished from the 
two previously mentioned purposes [knowledge and skills and job preparation]. The 
following sections introduce other purposes of curriculum which were mentioned: 
curriculum for further study and for individual needs.   
Further study 
Two students mentioned the purpose of curriculum as further study. Hân, for 
instance, believed that a curriculum provided students with knowledge so that they 
could continue to study. Further study, in turn, improved their language 
competencies, their knowledge of cultures, and, as a result, helped them be more 
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confident in communicating with others (Hân). Meanwhile, Sang simply noted the 
opportunity for further study, because "curriculum prepares me to research further, to 
complete postgraduate programs such as MA course or doing PhD".   
Individual needs 
Some interviewees believed that the purpose of curriculum was for individual needs. 
Thành raised the issue when stating, "some students simply study to please their own 
passion or interests, not to obtain a degree or to find a job". Similarly, Phước stated: 
"the purpose of curriculum is to satisfy one's needs of living, needs of passion, and 
knowledge". He explained that the needs of living meant those of working, earning a 
living for himself, for his family, and serving society. This view was similar to those 
mentioned above about job preparation. The difference lay in his expression of an 
individual passion and Phước's need for knowledge:  
With passion, one can understand in depth their careers. For example, those 
who are majoring in the English Language are able to translate and interpret 
properly, to use English fluently, to understand British or American cultures 
via English, to master human being's knowledge which is presented in 
English. 
In conclusion, the purposes of curriculum, according to students, varied from 
providing knowledge and skills to preparing for potential jobs; meeting social needs; 
preparing for further study; and satisfying individual needs and passion. The findings 
from this group offered two interesting points for later discussion. First, the 
understanding of curriculum as knowledge and skills coincided with the purpose of 
curriculum. Second, the purpose of curriculum as satisfying individual needs was 
quite different from other purposes, and raised a significant message related to 
curriculum and curriculum development.  
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5.5 SUMMARY 
This chapter has presented the findings in relation to the research question: "What 
are the views of senior administrators, EFL academics, and EFL students at the 
University about curriculum?". The findings for Administrator, Teacher, and Student 
groups were presented in two parts: understandings of curriculum and the purposes 
of curriculum. Regarding the understandings of curriculum, the results showed that 
the understandings of curriculum among administrators, teachers, and students were 
multifarious and sometimes inconsistent. In terms of the purposes of curriculum, 
participants shared beliefs in the common purposes of curriculum, as being for 
packaging knowledge and skills, providing job preparation, and ensuring social 
needs were met. Those key findings will be revisited in Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 6: Processes of Curriculum Development 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this Chapter is to present the views held by Teaching Staff and Senior 
Administrators related to curriculum development and their experiences of the 
curriculum development process at the University. The findings respond to three 
specific research questions, restated here: 
What are the views of staff at the University about curriculum development? 
What are the processes of curriculum development in the University? 
What issues have the staff at the University encountered when developing the 
curriculum? 
This Chapter presents findings drawn from two participant groups: Teachers 
and Senior Administrators. The findings for each group are reported in four parts: 1) 
Understandings of curriculum development, 2) Process of curriculum development at 
the University, 3) Challenges, and 4) Towards an ideal model for curriculum 
development. Common themes, which emerged from a comparison of these two 
groups' views, are presented in the Summary Section as indicators for later 
discussion in Chapter 7.   
6.2 GROUP 1: TEACHERS 
This section presents Teachers' understandings of  
 curriculum development,  
 their perceptions of the process of developing a curriculum in the University,  
 the problems they were facing, and  
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 the model for curriculum development that they believed would be best suited 
to the University.  
I begin by presenting the understandings of curriculum development held by 
teaching staff. 
6.2.1 Understandings of Curriculum Development 
The understandings of curriculum development held by teaching staff mostly 
referred to curriculum development at the Faculty level (as presented in Figure 3.2). 
These understandings were revealed through two conceptions of development: 
developing a course and developing a unit (as shown in Figure 6.1).  
 
Figure 6.1. Teachers' understandings of curriculum development  
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As presented in Figure 6.1, the development of a course involved three 
dimensions:  
1) adopting another university's curriculum,  
2) developing from the MoET's curriculum framework, and  
3) developing a new curriculum and adapting it progressively.  
Similarly, the development of a unit involved there three dimensions:  
1) adopting other teachers' units or unit outlines,  
2) developing units or unit outlines from the course framework, and  
3) implementing and adapting units/ unit outlines progressively. 
Developing a course 
Now I discuss the three dimensions involved in developing a course. 
Adopting another university's curriculum 
According to some teachers, curriculum development simply meant adopting an 
available curriculum from another university and modifying it to suit a new situation 
(some interviewers referred to this as "borrowing"). Thắm, as an academic head, 
explained that the University used a curriculum of similar training majors designed 
by another university, then adjusted it to suit the situation in the University. 
Likewise, Trung specified that the University's curriculum was adopted from a well-
established higher educational institution, namely Ha Noi University of Foreign 
Languages.  
However, Trung pointed out that since Ha Noi University of Foreign 
Languages was so well established, and was situated in the capital city, its 
curriculum was not suitable for learners in the area. Nhi expressed the same concern 
when she noted, "the students, who come from a remote area, are not as good as 
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those in well-established universities, and those in the capital city". This was a 
common perception of the quality of universities situated in the provinces, and both 
Trung and Nhi were aware that curricula need to be adapted to suit local contexts. 
Developing based on the MoET's curriculum framework 
The most common perception among staff was that curriculum was essentially 
developed from the MoET's frameworks and followed MoET's guidelines. Quỳnh, 
for instance, described curriculum development as "forming suitable units to develop 
students' skills based on the MoET's framework". As mentioned earlier in Figure 3.2, 
a course comprised several units, so forming suitable units in Quỳnh's statement was 
a step in developing a course. Trung added that developing a curriculum should meet 
the MoET's requirements for a major as prescribed in the MoET's framework. Thùy, 
on the other hand, simply put it as "adding content into the prescribed framework by 
MoET". Vân described the MoET's framework in detail:  
MoET's curriculum frameworks just give very general information, for 
example, how many credit points are allowed in general units, and how 
many for specialised units. Based on that framework, the faculty will 
develop a more detailed curriculum by selecting what units to teach, and 
how many credit points each unit consists of. 
This understanding of curriculum development was consistent with the view of 
curriculum as a course framework (presented in section 5.2.1) where the curriculum 
was shaped and guided by the MoET's framework.   
Developing a new curriculum and adapting progressively 
Curriculum development was seen as preparing a new curriculum from the ground 
up and adapting it progressively. In this sense, curriculum development went beyond 
a planning stage, and implementation was necessarily included. Vân, an academic 
head, stated: "[curriculum] development is made on the foundation of what has been 
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designed. During implementing the curriculum, adaptation takes place if 
inappropriateness is found. For me, adaptation also means development".  
Developing a new curriculum from the ground up appeared to be different from 
developing one based on the MoET's framework. In this sense, a new curriculum was 
developed, by initially identifying objectives and needs in the local context. In terms 
of objectives, Hồng referred to "the objectives and requirements of a course" to 
develop a learning and teaching plan accordingly. Likewise, Minh explained that 
these objectives were pre-specified, and "a specific plan was built" to ensure these 
objectives would be achieved. Thùy discussed "the University's training objectives" 
rather than the objectives of a course. In relation to the requirements for curriculum 
development, Thùy said that the curriculum should be developed out of "learners' 
needs". She revealed that learners' needs were pre-identified by top leaders who then 
"selected knowledge and skills, (and) formed necessary units". However, Tú thought, 
"developing a curriculum is designing a specific program responding to an order 
from, or a training needs of society". Tú's understanding of curriculum development 
was in harmony with one of the previously noted purposes of curriculum: to meet 
social needs. 
Understandings of adapting a curriculum included what adapting a curriculum 
meant, when the adaptation took place, and the reasons why curriculum was adapted. 
According to Vân, adapting a curriculum simply meant "changing or adjusting some 
points in the pre-designed curriculum". Minh and Nhi shared the same idea that a 
curriculum needed updating and customising to suit new situations. For some 
teachers, adapting a curriculum meant rearranging units in a different sequence, and 
adding or removing units within a course (Nhàn, Thắm, Xuân). Tú added: 
"integrating the units of a course in some ways to improve the curriculum and 
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achieve our goals". While Xuân and Thùy suggested that changes could be made 
during implementation, Thắm and Vân believed it was necessary to update the 
curriculum every year based on feedback from teachers and students.  
The reasons given for changes in the curriculum were varied. According to 
Nhàn, a curriculum needed adapting because it should provide students with updated 
knowledge, and meets the current requirements of local and national economy. Thắm 
and Tú argued that the adapting the curriculum was essential to suit the current 
situation, to meet students' needs, and ever-changing social demands. Meanwhile, 
Thùy explained that the curriculum had to be adapted due to the changes of the 
course structure imposed from the top: "at the present, the number of credit points in 
a curriculum has been reduced, so teachers need to adapt their teaching methods and 
select content accordingly". Furthermore, she believed that curriculum adaptation 
was important due to changes in knowledge construction and sources of information: 
For example, in the past people used to believe that knowledge came from 
teachers and was provided by teachers, and so more credit points were 
required. Now, information can be received from various sources, not just 
from the teachers. Therefore, teaching and learning methods have to be 
changed accordingly. So does the curriculum. (Thùy) 
 Xuân, on the other hand, argued that curriculum adaptation, including changes 
in teaching and learning methods, was made due to the effects of "globalisation, easy 
accessibility to information, and the development of the knowledge economy". She 
explained further, "new knowledge is created in geometric progression, is 
widespread in unexpected speed, and is stored easily... In such circumstance, 
specialised knowledge became outdated, and was being replaced quickly". Hence, 
she concluded that a curriculum would become outdated soon and needed updating 
to keep pace with the ever-increasing knowledge, and to suit current circumstances. 
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Developing a unit 
The previous section outlined how a course was developed. This section presents 
how a unit was developed. The distinction between a course and a unit was presented 
in section 5.2.1 (the understandings of curriculum from the teachers), and in Figure 
3.2 (the levels of curriculum). This relationship, however, is revisited below as this 
distinction could influence beliefs or conceptions of curriculum development. 
According to the findings presented in the previous chapters, while some teachers 
viewed the course as overall design, scope, sequence and collection of units, and 
units were seen merely as components of a course, other teachers considered a unit or 
a unit outline as curriculum. The later perception of curriculum was developed in 
different ways that are now presented below.  
Adopting other teachers' unit/ unit outline 
Adopting existing units or unit outlines that had been developed by other teachers 
was viewed as curriculum development. Hoàng, for example, noted that the Faculty 
gave him the curriculum that he was using. He explained: "I received the curriculum 
from my Academic Head. The curriculum, I believed, had been developed by a 
committee" (Hoàng). Xuân had a similar experience, stating that: "the curriculum is 
available in the Faculty. I just follow what is presented in the curriculum which 
includes unit name, objectives, and textbooks. I received it from my Academic 
Head". Adopting an available curriculum required teachers to cover the prescribed 
content and the specified objectives (Hoàng, Yến). However, teachers could design 
their own teaching plans, and choose activities for their own classes, which they 
believed were relevant to their students (Hoàng, Yến). While Nguyệt noted the 
available unit outline "was given by the Dean", Minh explained that she received the 
ready-made unit outline from her Academic Head which she believed "was 
developed by experienced teaching staff". Based on the available outline, she 
206  
developed her own detailed unit outline to accommodate her students and available 
teaching facilities and teaching aids. It is important to note that all the teachers who 
spoke about adopting other teachers' units/ unit outlines were less-experienced 
teachers (less than 7 years of teaching). This will be elaborated further in Chapter 7.  
Developing new units/ unit outlines from the course framework 
Curriculum development was also understood as assembling new units or unit 
outlines from the course framework. For example, Hồng noted that she developed a 
new unit outline when she was nominated to teach a new unit or subject. This unit 
outline comprised "the name of the unit, unit code, allocation of lessons, the number 
of teaching periods for theory and for practice, teachers' activities and students' 
activities, assessment and reference books" (Hồng). As Academic Heads, Vân and 
Thắm were responsible for developing new units and unit outlines. While Vân 
described her job as selecting materials and teaching content for a particular unit, 
Thắm used the pre-selected textbooks and pre-specified objectives to develop the 
unit outlines. Tiến, on the other hand, seemed to contradict himself when saying that 
he had not been involved in curriculum development, but later confirmed he was 
responsible for developing his own curriculum. In his further explanation, it appeared 
he had not engaged in developing the course framework but designed his own unit 
outlines. His explanation once again clarified the extent that teachers were involved 
in curriculum development.  
Implementing and adapting the units/ unit outlines progressively 
Curriculum development was also understood as implementing the units/ unit 
outlines and adapting them progressively. Analysis of the data showed that 
adaptation was made during implementation of the curriculum, and in terms of 
teaching content including textbook content, and teaching methods.  
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Teaching content. Most teachers adapted content while implementing the 
curriculum. Minh, for instance, "added more activities and some content which is 
relevant". She gave an example in which she added a new topic, Friends and 
Friendship for discussion, because she thought this topic was suitable to her students' 
interests and age. From her experiences with the curriculum, she argued, "teachers 
should add more content, or change the time allocation for each lesson to suit 
different classes". Such adaptation, she believed, could help students to be more 
interested, and learning more effective.  
Hoàng, on the other hand, stated that he changed some topics specified in the 
curriculum which he thought were not suitable for his students. He explained the 
rationale for his changes:  
First, I investigated my students' interests to make sure that those specified 
topics were appropriate. Second, I based changes on students' background 
knowledge because we could not express our ideas well when discussing 
something we do not know or we are not sure about. Third, I checked if the 
topics created some kinds of motives for my students or not.  
Nhi has been teaching for more than 15 years, but had not made any changes to 
the curriculum until recently. She revealed that she followed exactly what was 
prescribed in the curriculum in her first years of teaching. Recently, she felt 
confident enough to "add more knowledge in some areas, or remove some topics 
which are not necessary at that time or irrelevant to students". Nguyệt replaced the 
content required by some topics and included writing techniques which were more 
realistic and practical for students. Meanwhile, Tú updated the tasks to keep up with 
the current situation, for example how to write a business email, or a report. He also 
chose some legal documents for translation that he believed graduates would be able 
to use in their future jobs. 
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Textbook content and reference resources. Adaptation of teaching content 
sometimes included customising the content and procedures in the required 
textbooks, or using supplementary materials. As described in Chapter 4, curriculum 
was viewed as textbooks and content of textbooks which were supposed to be 
compulsory. Also, either the Dean of the Faculty or Academic Heads selected the 
textbooks. However, some teachers found the textbook content irrelevant. Nhi, for 
example, recognised that one of the topics about human brains presented in textbooks 
was not particularly useful for her students who needed to focus more on marketing 
skills and knowledge. Hồng, on the other hand, found the topics boring, and so she 
chose more interesting topics instead. Thùy, Xuân, and Yến found that the textbook 
content and activities were too demanding and unrealistic, while Nguyệt found 
suggested procedures irrational and incoherent. A common solution used by those 
teachers was to select alternative content from other sources or textbooks. Tiến, for 
instance, suggested using supplementary materials, while Hoàng diversified the 
sources of information, including those on-line, as he believed that: "the existing 
reference materials are many but not enough for students to practise and complete the 
tasks required in the curriculum". 
In summary, most teachers held concerns about the teaching content including 
textbook content, and adapted them during their teaching. Some teachers perceived it 
was necessary to make adaptations to make the units more relevant to the students' 
levels and interests; others wanted to diversify the sources of information to replace 
outdated textbook content. However, their explanations showed that the curriculum was 
sometimes adapted to align with social needs which were defined at both the individual 
student level and society (local and broadly) as a whole. The idea of alignment will be 
revisited later.  
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Teaching methods. When objectives were specified, teaching content was set, 
and textbooks were compulsory, several teachers tended to adapt their teaching 
methods to achieve the identified goals of the curriculum. According to those 
teachers, teaching methods were adapted for at least three reasons: to achieve set 
objectives, to respond to student levels, and to take action from student feedback. 
Trung, for example, clarified the dilemma he was facing to meet the specified 
objectives and low learner competencies. Consequently, he realised, “what I think 
about is teaching methods, ways of how to convey knowledge, and organise learners 
in order to achieve the objectives". So he adapted his teaching methods for different 
students. Likewise, Hoàng changed both his teaching methods and students' learning 
methods to achieve the objectives specified in the curriculum. Nguyệt, Thùy, and 
Yến, in other ways, adjusted their teaching methods by pairing students up, and using 
group work to respond to students' levels, and teaching content. For Nguyệt, student 
feedback was very useful to inform modifications: "I got feedback from my students 
and work out more suitable teaching methods".  
In summary, teachers highlighted three major reasons for changes to their 
teaching methods:  
 to improve teaching content,  
 to suit students, and  
 to ensure objectives were met.  
First, teachers made changes to the curriculum when realising that the teaching 
content, including textbook content, was irrelevant, unrealistic and outdated (Nhi, 
Tiến). Some argued that the content was incoherent and repetitive. Nguyệt, for 
instance, found that the grammar instructions required in a unit had been previously 
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taught, while Yến recognised the writing techniques in her Writing Unit did not 
work. Tú and Hồng, on the other hand, customised the curriculum to update 
knowledge and make teaching content more practical. 
Second, teachers wanted to ensure specified objectives were achieved. Nhi 
clarified: "because my students will become translators and interpreters for a 
business, or an exporting company, they are supposed to master knowledge of 
marketing a product, to meet customers' needs". Meanwhile, Tú stressed that 
graduates had to meet the social standards and requirements of their potential jobs. 
Trung pointed out that the objectives were identified and compulsory to ensure 
graduates were of the same quality, and so teaching content and methods should be 
changed accordingly.  
Third, the curriculum was adapted to suit students' needs, interests and 
competencies. Both Hồng and Hoàng modified the curriculum to match students' 
interests. Hoàng stressed the significance of a curriculum that could inspire and 
motivate students, and he believed it was one of the keys to success in learning a 
foreign language. Nhi and Tiến shared the idea of accommodating students’ need in 
developing the curriculum. Nhi noted: "we should teach what learners need, not what 
we have or know", while Tiến emphasised: "when understanding learners' needs we 
could adapt the curriculum accordingly. If we remain unchanged, students will get 
bored, and as a result learning quality would be low". Other teachers made changes 
based on students' levels or competencies. While Xuân adapted activities to suit 
students' levels, Trung expressed it was important to adjust teaching methods and 
ways of assessment.  
In summary, two formations of curriculum development were described: a 
course and a unit. These were consistent with the understandings of curriculum as 
  
 211 
the structure and content of a course and curriculum as the structure and content of 
a unit (see 5.3.1). As a course, the curriculum was either adopted from another 
university's curriculum or developed under the MoET framework. Some teachers 
thought curriculum development meant both developing a new curriculum and 
adapting it progressively. As a unit, the curriculum was also adopted from other 
teachers' units/ unit outlines or it was developed from the beginning based on the 
course framework. Curriculum development was understood as either planning, or 
implementing and adapting the existing curriculum. Planning, implementing, and 
adapting a curriculum were considered stages in curriculum development processes, 
presented in the next section.  
6.2.2 The Process of Curriculum Development  
As shown in Figure 6.2, the process of curriculum development at the University 
consists of three stages: planning, implementing and adapting. This section describes 
the stages and roles of participants in detail. 
The planning stage 
Curriculum was described as being imposed from the top. The University's 
curriculum framework was developed based on the MoET's framework or adopted 
from another well-established university (Trung, Thắm, Vân). The Department of 
Academic Affairs was responsible for formatting the University's framework and 
delivering it to different faculties (Quỳnh, Hồng).  
Experienced teachers and senior staff in the Faculty were in charge of 
developing the course framework (Vân, Nguyệt, Nhi). They specified objectives for 
the course, selected textbooks, formed units and developed unit outlines. In actual 
practice, the Dean was the person who made all decisions, while Academic Heads 
and experienced teachers developed unit outlines, and no reviewing was carried out 
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(Thùy, Vân). Academic Heads nominated teachers for different units, and those 
teachers were accountable for designing their own lesson plans (Hoàng, Xuân, Yến). 
 
Figure 6.2. The process of curriculum development at the University described by 
teachers 
The implementing stage and the adapting stage 
All the teachers participated in implementing the curriculum. Less-experienced 
teachers implemented the available curriculum (Nhi, Nguyệt, Minh), while more 
experienced teachers were responsible for designing unit outlines (Hồng, Tiến, Vân). 
Academic Heads were in charge of observing the progress of curriculum 
implementation and giving teachers prompt feedback (Thùy, Vân).  
During the implementation stage, teachers could adapt the curriculum 
including content, textbooks, and teaching methods to suit their students and 
classrooms' situations. Adaptation also took place at the end of a unit when teachers 
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got feedback from their students and revised their lesson plans and unit outlines for 
subsequent classes (Thùy, Tú, Tiến). Academic Heads and senior teachers adapted 
the course curriculum on a yearly basis (Thắm, Thùy, Vân).  
Participants' roles 
Curriculum development in the University was considered very hierarchical. The 
teachers did not give a clear explanation of who was responsible for the MoET's 
curriculum framework or the University's framework. However, they specified that 
the Dean of the Faculty made most decisions related to forming new units, selecting 
textbooks (Thùy, Vân), and sometimes nominating who taught what (Nguyệt, Yến). 
Academic Heads and seniors teachers were involved in developing the units or unit 
outlines, while other teachers were merely engaged in implementing the available 
curriculum. Tiến, for instance, stated: 
Actually, I haven't been involved in any curriculum development activities 
up to now. I think I have been teaching for 18 years, still I have no autonomy 
to design my own curriculum which I believe is more suitable to my 
students. Certainly not at all!  
Some experienced teachers made necessary changes in regard to their lesson 
plans (Hồng, Nhi. Quỳnh), others follow strict procedures:  
As a teacher, firstly, you have to follow the curriculum. If you realise some 
drawbacks during teaching and have solutions yourself, you, as a typical way 
of doing thing in Vietnam, have to report to your Academic Head, then to 
the Dean and propose some alternatives. As far as I know, no changes have 
been made (Tú).  
Students were almost excluded from the process but gave feedback on 
curriculum and the implementation of the curriculum by answering the Questionnaire 
from the Testing Department (Nhi). The Questionnaire focused on teaching content, 
units or subjects, skills achieved, objectives, teaching and learning methods, and 
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training time. Nhi used feedback from students to discover the shortcomings of the 
curriculum from the learners' perspective, and took measures to improve it for the 
next class. Other teachers received direct feedback from students' attitudes and 
participation when they were teaching, or they used the results of student assessment 
as a measure to evaluate the effectiveness of the curriculum (Thùy, Tiến, Tú). 
Challenges 
This section presents the issues that teaching staff were facing, including problems of 
administration, staff competencies and cooperation, students' participation, and 
problems with the existing curriculum. 
Administration 
For some teachers, the fact that curriculum was imposed from the top, and controlled 
by MoET was problematic because it did not suit students with diverse needs, 
interests, and learning styles. Hence, curriculum should be more learner-centred and 
start from the grassroots (Tiến). Hồng expressed concern about the University's 
administration of curriculum development, and argued for more freedom and 
autonomy for those who were involved:  
First, we need more liberal and flexible ways of curriculum administration. 
For example, last year teachers had to follow exactly the format of unit 
outline, and had to rewrite their unit outlines again and again due to some 
minor mistakes. Such a job was really tiring and stressful. Secondly, teachers 
should have autonomy to develop their own curriculum. Of course, we have 
a framework to inform the number of credit points, for example... the rest of 
the job should be left to teachers. This way can encourage teachers' freedom, 
creativeness to develop a curriculum which they think is suitable to their 
targeted students. Furthermore, when developing a curriculum we need 
sufficient time, ideally enough to analyse students' needs and introduce a 
curriculum according to those students' expectations, and it is the place 
where the two sides (teacher and students) meet. 
  
 215 
Other teachers were concerned about how to make feedback and comments more 
effective. Nhi noticed that the questionnaire for the student evaluation after each unit 
did not have any space for them to justify their ranking. She thought more open 
questions would enable students to share more ideas. Meanwhile, both Tiến and Tú 
divulged a problem related to teachers dealing with students’ comments and suggestions, 
as teachers are not allowed to adapt the curriculum themselves, but had to report the 
problems and suggested solutions to Academic Heads or the Dean. However, the 
responses from those people are either "unsatisfactory" (Tiến), or "no changes will be 
made" (Tú). 
Staff competence and cooperation 
The issue of staff competence in curriculum development was identified as a 
problem as Trung explained: 
In reality, teachers are not used to curriculum development. Most of them 
are based on the MoET's frameworks, or adopted existing curricula 
elsewhere. It is too demanding for them to develop a curriculum from 
scratch. During studying and working teachers have not been trained how to 
develop a curriculum. There hasn't been such a training course about 
curriculum development in the whole Vietnamese educational system, nor in 
this university. Those who are responsible for curriculum development are 
actually not teachers, but are in administrative positions rather than those 
who are teaching in classes.  
Nhàn, who had extensive experience in developing curriculum, had difficulties 
herself, and she admitted, "the difficulty was that I did not know what a curriculum is 
like, and what curriculum development is". Hồng, on the other hand, believed that in 
any institution there were two groups of teachers: experienced and less experienced. 
The latter group certainly felt more comfortable using existing curricula, and needed 
training to be involved in developing curriculum. Therefore, both Nhàn and Trung 
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recommended the provision of training workshops and seminars to improve staff 
competence in curriculum development.  
Another problem raised by staff was poor cooperation among teachers. 
Teachers, organised in different academic groups were assigned to teach the same 
units for different classes at the same time, making it difficult to collaborate. They 
were unable to meet one another and share experiences (Tú). Even people in the 
same group, could not communicate with their colleague effectively because they 
were almost fully scheduled and had little time for meeting (Vân). Furthermore, 
when meetings took place, they spent most of the time talking about compulsory 
events, competitions, or extra-curricular activities held by the Union or the Party, and 
placed little priority on conversations about curriculum and related matters (Nhi). 
Students' participation  
Participants had different perspectives on the role of students in reforming curricula. 
First, emerging from the data was the perspective that students were not involved in 
curriculum development practice. The teachers called for more engagement from 
them (Nhàn, Quỳnh, Tiến). Nguyệt, for example, thought students' voices should be 
heard. His reasoning was that students’ needs could help teachers develop a more 
suitable curriculum. In addition, Nhàn stated that students may have helpful opinions 
about what should be included and what should be removed, while Tiến argued that 
feedback from students could help improve teaching both for teachers and in framing 
the content.  
A second view was expressed, for instance by Trung, who insisted that students 
were not capable of participating in curriculum development because: 
students themselves are not fully aware what a good curriculum is like. What 
they know well is what they want to learn but they have no experiences and 
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knowledge of curriculum. Thus, participation in curriculum development can 
be overwhelming for them.  
Hồng analysed the problem from a cultural perspective: "Vietnamese students 
are hardworking, but under traditional influences they are not active in learning and 
still rely on their teachers". Moreover, Thùy believed that, due to cultural values, 
students only gave diplomatic feedback to please their teachers. These matters 
prevented students from contributing ideas for curriculum development critically. Tú 
pointed out characteristics of Vietnamese students' that affected the quality of their 
input: 
The first group (majority one) do not know what they really need, what 
society needs. They are passive, accept whatever is offered by curriculum, 
and are afraid of self-study. Their purposes of learning are to pass graduating 
exams. The second group (minority one) know what they need, what society 
needs. They are active, like self-studying. However, they used their intuition, 
so they are ready to skip classes. Thus, there are gaps in knowledge received. 
Problems with the curriculum  
Participants identified several problems with the existing curriculum, such as being 
outdated, inapplicable, unrealistic and politically influenced. Firstly, it was perceived 
that the curriculum has become outdated, as it was not updated or adjusted. Tú noted 
that the curriculum was developed based on the old MoET framework, and was no 
longer relevant. Thus, some knowledge became obsolete (Tú). Moreover, the 
textbooks being used were out of date (Tiến), and Nhi specified that the latest 
reprinted version in use was from 2007.  
Secondly, Tú realised that the knowledge offered in the curriculum was 
irrelevant or in another words, the curriculum was unrealistic because it failed to link 
what is taught with real life. He noticed that some graduates were unable to translate 
business contracts because this process was not included in the curriculum. In 
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addition, Nhi argued that the curriculum did not prepare students well enough for 
jobs, since she had observed that several students who were not confident in using 
English were unsuccessful when they applied for jobs. One of the causes cited was 
that the curriculum was adopted from another well established university, and thus 
was not suitable for local students. Differences in regional features, local cultures, 
and the student’s own abilities impacted the effectiveness of the curriculum (Nhi, 
Trung). Some units included in the curriculum were of no use because students 
would never apply this learning in their life or jobs (Nguyệt, Hồng). Hồng explained 
further: 
Because our curriculum is heavily academic and theoretical, it required 
students to work hard. However, the content within was not realistic and 
practical. Students spent lots of time studying those units but would never 
use them (such as philosophy, politics and thought).  
Nguyệt also discovered that much content was repeated what students had 
learnt in high school, while Tú pointed out that the units in a curriculum were not 
integrated with one another. He suggested that: "when developing a curriculum we 
need to ensure the coherence and alignment among units, and make sure those units 
support one another to serve the pre-specified objectives". 
The curriculum was politically influenced because it had been integrated with 
political units (Tú). Hồng gave some persuasive statistics: 
A bachelor course consists of 120 credit points among which units of general 
knowledge such as Philosophy, Psychology, Ho Chi Minh's Thoughts 
accounts for a great deal. Each English unit consists only 2 credit points 
while those units comprise at least 5, or 6, 7 credit points each. Those units 
occupy a lot of total time while units which are necessary for English 
students were not included in the curriculum. For example, Pragmatics was 
excluded. Even students who major in translation had no chance to study 
Translation Theory, nor Introduction to Translation and Interpretation.  
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However, statements related to political units were always avoided. Teachers 
did not want to get into trouble, as this was "a very sensitive topic" (Nhàn). 
In summary, teachers expressed their concerns about administrative problems 
including the ways that the curriculum is imposed from the top. In this way, the 
curriculum was not learner-centred, and thus, it might not meet learners' needs, 
interests, and competencies. Teachers were also worried about staff competency and 
cooperation. In terms of students' involvement, while some believed many students 
were not ready due to their lack of understanding and cultural values, others argued 
for the importance of student engagement in curriculum development. Finally, the 
current curriculum itself exposed several problems such as incoherent content, 
unrealistic objectives, and political influences. Having recognised the problems, the 
teachers expressed their expectations of "an ideal model" for curriculum 
development that was totally different from the current one. This model of 
curriculum development will be presented next.  
Towards an ideal model for curriculum development 
The teachers specified six major steps for "an ideal model" for curriculum 
development including  
1) needs and situational analysis,  
2) specifying objectives,  
3) planning a curriculum,  
4) implementing,  
5) evaluating and  
6) adapting the curriculum (as presented in Figure 6.3).  
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Figure 6.3. Teachers' ideal model of curriculum development 
Needs analysis.  
An ideal curriculum development model would start with a Needs Analysis. Needs 
comprised students' needs, the University's needs, and social needs (Trung). Tiến 
stated: 
...to develop a curriculum we need to know learners' needs which are what 
they want, and what they expect after graduating, whether curricula meet 
their needs. In short, I called this stage as analysing learners' needs... I 
believe this in crucial because when studying students should know what 
they are to study, if they feel like it. 
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Hồng argued, a "need analysis can be done by using questionnaires in which 
we designed questions based on the information we need to get from them, for 
example, their expectations, interests, and competences". 
Trung emphasised the importance of analysing social needs, which he thought 
changed continuously. As a result, he believed the training objectives and the 
curriculum should be changed accordingly. Thùy and Vân emphasised analysing 
social needs to discern society's expectations for graduates. In addition, Nguyệt 
confirmed, "for me, in the first step of curriculum development, we should get 
feedback from graduated students and investigate social needs". She explained that 
the social statistics of labour demands and the percentage of graduates achieving 
good jobs are important for developing a curriculum (Nguyệt). Meanwhile, Nhi 
recommended investigating what employers want from graduates. She explained, "if 
we missed getting employers' opinions, our curriculum would be outdated, or we 
produce people they don't really want" (Nhi). Minh offered a holistic view of social 
needs encompassing most of the ideas mentioned: "For me, right at the very first step 
we need to identify what the training needs are. For example, to deliver a training 
curriculum or a major, we need to analyse local needs or social needs including 
employers' needs". 
Specifying objectives.  
Based on the needs identified in the first step, objectives were specified as the second 
step of curriculum development. Hồng believed that these objectives were designed 
to meet students' needs. For other teachers, objectives should meet the requirements 
of jobs and the potential employers, while others based their opinions mostly on 
social needs including job requirements and demand on labour forces (Nguyệt, 
Trung, Tú). In this sense, social needs and requirements of jobs, in their opinion, 
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overlapped somehow. From a more holistic perspective, Nhàn stated: "when thinking 
of objectives, I think they firstly refer to the economic, cultural, and educational 
needs of society. Secondly, those objectives are supposed to meet students' and their 
parents' needs".  
Planning a curriculum 
When objectives were specified, the curriculum could be planned accordingly. Nhàn 
recommended some preparatory steps such as selecting participants and training them, 
because, from her experience, not all teachers involved were sufficiently qualified. In 
Tú's opinion, planning a curriculum consisted of selecting knowledge and skills, 
arranging them in a certain sequence from simple to complicated, and selecting teaching 
methods accordingly to realise the specified objectives.  
 Several teachers believed that piloting should follow the planning stage. Nhi, 
for instance, suggested the need to "pilot the curriculum planned in a small scale to 
see if it meets the requirements or needs some adjustment", while Minh and Nhàn 
recommended a committee for reviewing the curriculum before and after piloting.  
Implementing the curriculum 
Most teachers agreed that implementing the curriculum took place in the classroom, 
and was the responsibly of both teachers and students.  
Evaluating  
All teachers realised the importance of curriculum evaluation and considered it an 
integral part of curriculum development. Both Hồng and Nguyệt believed that 
evaluating a curriculum is a good way to obtain feedback on the strong points and 
pitfalls of a curriculum. Trung noted that:  
...[Curriculum evaluation is] very important. When introducing a curriculum 
we need to evaluate how well the content and the objectives are achieved, to 
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see if the curriculum is too demanding, too easy, or just suitable, and able to 
meet students' needs. From this information, we can re-examine and adapt it 
accordingly. 
And Tiến said: 
... Curriculum evaluation? I can confirm right away that it is very important. 
Because if learners can't evaluate how well they have achieved, they cannot 
see the progress... (If not evaluating a curriculum) we go on teaching without 
knowing if we meet learners' needs, if the curriculum is outdated or not, and 
what needs improving. Therefore, if curriculum evaluation is missed it is not 
good, or even extremely dangerous. So, for me, we should evaluate our 
teaching curriculum monthly, even weekly. 
Though all teachers agreed upon the necessity of curriculum evaluation, they 
had different ideas about when and how to evaluate a curriculum. Nguyệt, for 
instance, recommended evaluating at the end of the unit or after finishing a three to 
four-year course by getting feedback from students and teachers. For Tiến, 
curriculum evaluation should be done gradually and regularly, by observing students' 
attitudes, and keeping a record of what knowledge they had obtained every week. 
Tiến also suggested other ways to evaluate a curriculum such as using 
questionnaires, interviews, or portfolios to provide reliable evidence for final 
evaluation at the end of the course. 
Meanwhile, Nhi argued that curriculum evaluation should be carried out at 
different stages. She explained: 
Curriculum evaluation should not be left to the final stage but should be 
carried out at every stage. For example, during implementation the 
curriculum might reveal some downsides, or from the feedback of learners. 
In such cases, teachers should know how to adapt it... Teachers, curriculum 
administrators and developers need to evaluate the curriculum at every stage 
in every class, every year, and every course. Then, at the beginning of a new 
year new training objectives are re-designed based on the results of 
evaluation and new situational analysis. Curriculum is adapted accordingly. 
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In relation to how to evaluate the curriculum, Tiến focused on evaluating 
whether teaching methods were suitable for students or not. Other teachers like 
Hồng, Nhi, and Trung concentrated on the content and how well students achieved 
the objectives. Hồng noted "content is the main focus because it is the backbone, 
then the allocation of the time and content". Meanwhile, though having no 
experience of curriculum evaluation, Tú recommended very different criteria for 
evaluating the curriculum as follows: 
Realistic/ Practical: The training products achieve those objectives that the 
university, employers, and society need. 
Logical/ Flexible: The curriculum is logically developed (knowledge and 
content are able to be integrated, developed, added, and be open to change 
when necessary) 
Popular/ Sustainable: The curriculum is used widely and sustainably (it 
doesn't mean forever but as long as possible) 
Economical: the curriculum is implemented in the most economical way and 
in the shortest time. 
Participants 
These teachers suggested that more participants should be involved in curriculum 
development including teachers, students and other stakeholders. When more 
teachers were involved, subjectivity could be avoided (Vân), and the staff could learn 
from one another (Hồng). Initial ideas of collaborative curriculum development and 
peer-review were included in this understanding,.  
Students. Most teachers believed student participation in curriculum 
development was important, however for different reasons. Nhi, for example, based 
her opinion on a strong educational belief that "we have to teach what students need 
not what we have", and argued for more student involvement in curriculum 
development. Nhi explained after completing high school, students were prepared 
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with general knowledge of what was required for their future jobs, and they knew 
their needs well. Not only Nhi, but also other teachers such as Tiến and Trung, 
thought that involving students more in curriculum development was a way "to 
satisfy customer needs".  
Such a belief was shared and supported by several other teachers. Tiến, for 
instance, argued for students' rights to review and comment on the courses they were 
taking, and expressed opposition to the curriculum being imposed from the 
university or teachers. Meanwhile, both Nguyệt and Trung suggested engaging both 
current students and graduates in curriculum development. In their opinion, current 
students could indicate their expectations and needs, and comment about the usefulness 
of the curriculum, while graduates could comment on the extent to which the course was 
applicable in their jobs (Nguyệt, Trung). 
Other stakeholders. According to this group, curriculum development was not 
solely engaged with those within the university but should involve stakeholders 
including employers, high school teachers, and parents. Nhi noted that employers 
helped evaluate the curriculum to see what skills graduated students could perform 
and what knowledge was necessary for those people. She explained: "the current 
marketing economy has influences on education which means when teaching we 
supply what is needed. If we miss opinions from employers, the curriculum might 
become outdated, that is we train what they don't really need" (Nhi). According to Tú, 
employers could offer detailed information about the requirements of labour forces 
which could enable teachers to form a more relevant curriculum. Other teachers 
considered employers were important stakeholders to contribute good ideas to, and to 
give feedback on curriculum (Nhàn, Trung).  
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In addition, some teacher interviewees also suggested including high school 
teachers in the participants' list because they had teaching experiences in high 
schools where the graduates gained work. Vân, for instance, said that high school 
teachers could give valuable feedback on the realistic requirements for a high school 
teacher. Likewise, Tú explained that high school teachers knew high school students' 
competencies, attitudes, and needs more so than university teachers did. Thus, high 
school teachers knew what capabilities were necessary to teach in high schools, so 
they could, "contribute some understandings into developing a curriculum" (Tú).  
6.3 GROUP 2: ADMINISTRATORS 
This section presents administrators' understandings of curriculum development, their 
perceptions of the process of developing a curriculum in the University, the problems 
related to curriculum development in the University, and the model for curriculum 
development that they believed worked best in the current situation of the University.  
6.3.1 Understandings of Curriculum Development  
Curriculum development, according to the administrators, comprised both 
developing a new curriculum and adapting it progressively (as shown in Figure 6.4).  
 
Figure 6.4. Understandings of curriculum development by administrators 
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Đăng, for example, defined it as "both developing a curriculum from scratch and 
adapting an existing curriculum". Though Nhân tended to use different terms, 
"designing" for a new curriculum, and "developing" an available one, he actually 
used the term to mean the same thing. Hải shared similar ideas of curriculum 
development and divided this process into two separate parts: developing a new 
curriculum and adapting it progressively to suit the situation. 
The first dimension of the administrators’ understandings was developing a 
new curriculum. However, there were conflicting opinions among the administrators 
about the level of the University's autonomy. In Hải's opinion, the curriculum had to be 
developed based on the MoET framework and guidance. He confirmed:  
The MoET have regulations [of curriculum development] based on which 
we design and develop a curriculum of our own... The MoET prescribed 
curriculum frameworks and announced them publicly to different 
universities. Based on these frameworks, each university develops its own 
curricula. The frameworks are not only for TESOL or the English Language 
but for all majors. We have all necessary legal documents issued by the 
MoET here. 
This statement indicates that developing a new curriculum necessitated using 
the MoET framework and observing the MoET regulations. Meanwhile, Đăng and 
Nhân provided a completely different picture of curriculum development in terms of 
policies and management. They emphasised the autonomy given to the University by 
the MoET in accordance to the Higher Education Law 2012 and Regulation No. 43, 
Nhân stated: 
Two new laws have been approved. They are the Educational Law 2012 and 
Regulation No. 43. Before these laws, universities had to follow the 
frameworks prescribed by the MoET. The MoET introduced training 
frameworks for different majors, based on which universities developed their 
own. Now the MoET gives universities complete autonomy to develop, 
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evaluate, and use their own curricula. These new policies have opened new 
ways for higher education institutions to develop their own curricula suited 
to their conditions and students' levels.  
These policies have changed the nature of curriculum development in the 
University. Đăng confirmed that universities now had autonomy to develop their 
own curriculum, without following the prescribed framework. Nhân stated that a new 
process was employed, and curriculum development could now also mean 
developing a curriculum from scratch. In the new environment the University had to 
design its own curriculum framework, make its own decisions on curriculum and be 
responsible for these choices. Yet, Nhân and Đăng revealed that the University was 
struggling with the tensions that have resulted, given the freedom it had as well as 
the responsibilities and "threats" inherent in developing its own curricula for the first 
time.  
The second dimension, according to these administrators, was adapting the 
existing curriculum. In Nhân's opinion, adapting an existing curriculum meant 
"adjusting units, modifying objectives, then customising content, adding more units 
or removing unnecessary ones", while Hải simply put it as "updating the 
curriculum". Regarding the reasons for changes in curriculum, the administrators 
built their argument around the term "needs" which could mean different things. For 
example, both Nhân and Đăng believed that changes were made to suit learners' 
needs, vocational needs, and social needs. Đăng further mentioned the environment 
of the University, students' interests and competencies as important factors to 
consider when adapting the curriculum. Meanwhile, Hải argued that adaptation was 
made to suit "realistic needs" in relation to students' competencies and job 
opportunities. He explained further:  
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For example, I used to develop a curriculum based on students' input which 
was very low. The curriculum consisted of some basic units to provide 
students with foundation knowledge. After a few years, I realised that 
students' input was improved. Besides, there were more job opportunities 
such as tourist guides, insurance consultants, TV presenters... And so the 
curriculum needed updating to suit current, realistic needs. 
In addition, Nhân analysed some external factors that influence curriculum 
change. In his opinion, teaching and learning practices have changed a great deal 
moving from the teacher transmitting knowledge to their organising learning and 
self-learning in various ways. Social changes including the widespread use of the 
Internet and IT advances, globalisation and developmental needs of students, and the 
transfer from course-based teaching to credit point systems, "have resulted in 
requirements of teachers training, and impacted the most and the fastest on training 
curricula". Thus, Nhân argued that the curriculum should be revised and adapted 
frequently each term for units, and after every course [3-4 years] for a training 
curriculum.  
6.3.2 The Process of Curriculum Development  
The process of curriculum development at the University and participants' roles are 
presented in Figure 6.5. These administrators explained that the process started from 
the Rector and ended when the Rector gave final approval of the proposed 
curriculum. They all stressed that the Rector played the most decisive role in 
curriculum development as Đăng explained: 
The Rector is responsible for all decision making about training curriculum 
because he is the one who signs Decisions on issuing certificates. The Rector 
signs Decisions to recruit students, and Decisions of output standards [specific 
objectives]. In order to produce labour force meeting these output standards, the 
Rector has to make decisions on training curriculum. 
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Top administrators played key roles in this process of curriculum development. 
Those administrators in the Department of Academic Affairs instigated the process 
by designing the university's curriculum framework. Nhân noted: "At the early stage, 
our role is to design the University's curriculum framework. When the framework is 
completed, it is sent to faculties for adding more detail". The staff in the Department 
of Academic Affairs were also responsible for designing forms, the planning 
procedures of curriculum development, and consulting the Rector about specific 
training objectives (Nhân).  
 
 
Figure 6.5. The process of curriculum development at the University by 
administrators 
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In regards to the EFL curriculum, the data showed that the Dean of the Foreign 
Language Faculty was a decisive figure. When the University's framework was sent 
to the Faculty, the Dean was responsible for developing the EFL curriculum 
framework including objectives, and academic content. He also decided which staff 
were required to develop unit outlines. He emphasised that not every teacher was 
engaged in curriculum development, as participants were carefully selected due to 
particular criteria relating to experience, expertise, and positions. Hải specified they 
were, "Academic Heads who have expertise in the training discipline and research 
play decisive roles in developing a training curriculum; lecturers who have 
experience in teaching are involved as partners and reviewers".  
Once the Academic Heads completed the detailed unit outlines, a reverse order 
for approval was applied to the flow of curriculum development. Academic Heads 
proposed the units to the Dean, who reviewed and proposed the EFL curriculum to 
the Department of Academic Affairs. The staff in the Department reviewed the 
proposed EFL curriculum and further proposed it to the Rector who would give final 
approval so the curriculum could be implemented.   
The process seemed to be very hierarchical since only senior staff and 
experienced teachers were involved. Less-experienced teachers and students were 
completely excluded from the process. According to Nhân, students played a trivial 
role in giving feedback after each unit. Even so, they were not willing to participate. 
Nhân stated that students were required to give feedback on the units they took as a 
condition of receiving their final Grade Point Average. This feedback was gained via 
a questionnaire prepared by The Testing Department to evaluate the curriculum. 
However, "students were not willing to complete it, they just finished everything 
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asked as a must, so the feedback was not very useful. Students did not perform their 
active roles well enough" (Nhân).  
Challenges 
This section presents the problems identified by the administrators, related to 
curriculum development at the University. The problems were administration, staff 
competence, and cultural challenges. 
Administration 
One of the administrators had used a SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, and Threats) to evaluate curriculum development at the University. 
Challenges from external factors were identified. Đăng noted that universities were 
becoming more and more competitive, making it harder to recruit students. Also, 
demand for labour force in the area was not precisely predicted, and the needs 
analysis is simply not working: 
... and reality has shown that our planning for teachers' training does not work. 
That means we cannot anticipate how many more teachers the area actually 
needs. No one can analyse and predict this figure correctly. That is why each 
university goes on its own way. Consequently, students rushed into one 
particular major when they felt that there was a strong need for related jobs, and 
quit enrolling when they feel there is an excess in the number of labourers in 
this field. (Đăng) 
As a result, the University was rather passive in responding to changes in 
labour needs, and failed to offer the necessary curricula in time. The administrators 
also considered the weakness of curriculum development within the University. A 
curriculum was believed to reflect the University's educational philosophy. However, 
it was surprising to learn that "not only our University, but also the entire education 
sector has no educational philosophy, and this causes many problems in curriculum 
development because of lack of orientation" (Nhân). The findings from this study also 
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revealed that the University does not have regulations on curriculum development, nor 
guidance in how to develop a curriculum (Nhân).  
Staff competence 
Another concern raised by the administrators was the competency of the staff in 
curriculum development. Both Nhân and Đăng were concerned that in order to 
develop a curriculum from scratch they needed many participants. However, the 
University lacked a critical mass of competent staff who could take a role in 
curriculum planning and development (Nhân). The staff were not only 
inexperienced, but also not qualified enough to undertake curriculum development, 
and selected staff were not equally qualified. So it was hard to communicate with a 
common language or to reach an agreement in relation to curriculum and curriculum 
development (Đăng). Đăng expressed his concerns, "though the staff are holding 
high qualifications and degrees, they lack teaching and educating experience, 
including that of curriculum development". In addition, Nhân noted that staff who 
were involved showed a lack of determination and confidence in making decisions. 
They did not pay enough attention to students' needs, nor industry's requirements, so 
the curriculum was not always relevant as he explained further: 
The University has no training [on curriculum development] for the staff. 
The biggest problem is that though Academic Heads are key participants, 
they are not qualified enough; other teachers are even worse. (Nhân) 
All administrators agreed that teaching staff needed more training such as 
attending workshops on curriculum development, to learn and to share more with 
other colleagues. Hải even recommended, "teachers need to study abroad to keep 
informed about advanced programs on curriculum development from well-
established universities".  
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Cultural challenges 
There were some cultural challenges associated with relationships between staff, 
between lecturers and their students in relation to curriculum development. Nhân, for 
instance, revealed that some lecturers and Academic Heads used to be the Dean's 
students, making it challenging for them to express disagreement with their former 
teacher. Similarly, current students also were reluctant to criticise their own lecturers 
(Nhân). Relationships among staff and students is culturally sensitive, and as a result, 
democratic conversations becomes a challenge.  
Toward an ideal model for curriculum development 
Having analysed the current situation, the administrators presented "an ideal model" 
for curriculum development which they believed best suited the University. This 
section presents the model they described. 
The five-step model 
The model consisted of five steps as shown in Figure 6.6:  
1) Analysing the context,  
2) Identifying training objectives,  
3) Specifying learning outcomes,  
4) Planning a curriculum, and  
5) Implementing the curriculum.  
Analysing the context. Nhân noted that analysing the context consisted of 
examining both internal and external circumstances. The internal context analysis 
involved re-evaluating the existing curriculum, while the external analysis examined 
the context within which curriculum is developed and the impact it may have on 
learners. Meanwhile, Đăng recommended using a SWOT matrix to identify the 
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strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats in relation to curriculum development. 
Đăng considered the labour demand in the local area an example of both an 
opportunity and a threat. As an opportunity, when local demand increased, it could 
result in more students wanting to enter the University. As a threat, the lack of 
information about demand in the area could result in many regional Universities 
competing for learners. Hải considered students' competencies and vocational 
opportunities were important factors in an analysis. 
 
Figure 6.6. Administrators' ideal model of curriculum development 
Identifying training objectives and specifying learning outcomes. While 
Hải believed that the MoET prescribes training objectives, Đăng and Nhân argued 
the University should identify its own training objectives based on local demands for 
particular jobs, as well as the University's capacity to deliver including staff 
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competencies and available facilities. While the MoET objectives were fixed and 
compulsory, the University-designed objectives were reviewed and adjusted every 
year to suit the current situation. 
Planning a curriculum. As discussed previously, curriculum was only 
developed by senior staff and experienced teachers. Hải suggested the process should 
involve a variety of people, including teachers and employers. Nhân expected to 
engage employers and students as major stakeholders, and explained further: 
... Businesses or employers are supposed to comment on what the first group 
[senior staff and experienced teachers] have done by participating in 
conferences, or via using information technology. These employers may be 
involved more in the teaching process later, or writing teaching materials. 
The last group consists of current students and alumni. They also help to add 
more information in the first step of the work. That means what they want to 
learn more to be fully prepared for their job.  
Implementing the curriculum. The administrators did not offer much advice 
in relation to the processes of implementing the curriculum. This stage usually took 
place in the Faculty and in the classrooms, so senior administrators were not able to 
discuss this in any detail.  
Participants 
The administrators were aware of the importance of various participants in 
curriculum development, including administrators, lecturers, students, businesses and 
employers, and recommended forming a Committee of Academic Affairs to manage 
the whole process. This committee should comprise mainly administrators, experts 
and experienced staff (Hải, Nhân).  
Apart from participants from the University, other new participants should 
include high-school teachers, and employers. Nhân also recommended business 
people and employers contribute by providing comments and feedback on the 
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curriculum framework, writing materials, and lesson delivery. Furthermore, these 
administrators suggested engaging high school teachers in reviewing the curriculum 
framework because their teaching experiences in high school were valuable to 
teacher trainees (Đăng).  
The administrators wished to design a curriculum based on students' needs and 
abilities, and suggested involving students more in the process. At the beginning of 
the course, students should be encouraged to share their expectations of the course. 
These expectations, the administrators explained, should be combined with the 
objectives and serve as criteria to evaluate the curriculum later on (Đăng, Nhân). 
Nhân offered an innovative idea that students should design their own learning plans 
when studying. By doing so, students could take a more active role when the 
curriculum is implemented. Currently, students were required to give feedback on the 
units they took as a condition to be able to receive their final Grade Point Average of 
the units (Nhân).  
Graduates would be involved in the curriculum development process as well. 
Administrators wished to engage those alumni because, "those graduated students 
could comment on what was designed in the early stage. That meant they could share 
some opinions about the requirements of their jobs, and what they wanted to learn 
more. In another words, graduated students could show us what the employers 
wanted from them, and what they wanted to learn more" (Nhân).  
6.4 SUMMARY 
This chapter presented the teachers' and senior administrators' understandings of 
curriculum development, and their perceptions of the curriculum development 
process at the University. While the senior administrators discussed curriculum 
development at the University level, teaching staff focused more on the Faculty level 
238  
(see Figure 3.2). As a result, curriculum development varied from designing the 
University's frameworks to developing a course from the beginning, or adopting 
other teachers' unit outlines. The participants also expressed several issues related to 
curriculum development at the University, including staff competence and 
cooperation, administrative problems, and cultural challenges. They also shared their 
expectations on "an ideal model" for curriculum development suited to the situation 
of the University and in the Vietnamese context. All the findings will be revisited, 
compared and contrasted among groups, and against the literature in the Chapter 7. 
Their expectations will be addressed in the participatory model for curriculum 
development in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion 
Those who look for the definition of curriculum are like a sincere but 
misguided centaur hunter, who even with a fully provisioned safari and a 
gun kept always at the ready, nonetheless will never require the services of 
a taxidermist. 
                                                                              (Soltis, 1978, p. 364) 
 
7.1 INTRODUCTION 
Earlier chapters presented the literature on curriculum and curriculum development 
(Chapter 2), the context of this study (Chapter 3), the research methodology (Chapter 
4), and the findings (Chapters 5 and 6). The findings were presented thematically in 
relation to the central research question: What are the approaches to curriculum 
development at the University? 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss key findings using the conceptual 
framework presented in Chapter 2. This chapter consists of four sections. In section 7.2, 
the findings among three groups are compared and contrasted to highlight the 
similarities and differences among the participants’ understandings of curriculum and 
the processes of curriculum development they described. The highlighted findings 
across the three groups are examined through the lens of the Vietnamese context in 
section 7.3. Section 7.4 examines how these findings in the Vietnamese context fit into 
the broader picture of higher education curriculum development, by comparing 
approaches to higher education curriculum development evident in the Western 
literature. Finally, dilemmas related to curriculum development faced by the University 
are analysed in section 7.5. The main findings are now synthesised and discussed. 
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7.2 COMPARING AND CONTRASTING AMONG THREE GROUPS 
This section compares and contrasts the findings in relation to three groups of 
participants: senior administrators, academics, and students. In doing so, it answers the 
research questions:  
 What are the understandings of senior administrators, EFL academics and EFL 
students at the University about curriculum? and  
 What are the understandings of senior administrators, and EFL academics at 
the University about curriculum development? 
7.2.1 Diversity of Understandings of Curriculum 
The understandings of curriculum among the three groups of participants are 
multifarious and sometimes contradictory. Curriculum is viewed as being a unit outline 
or a course structure; as a plan for either teachers or students, or a design for the whole 
University; from a set of pre-specified objectives to a set of regulations; from teaching 
experience to learning experience; from knowledge and skills to an open pathway in which 
students can make their own choices. Differences and inconsistencies are found among 
groups, among those within a group, and in each individual's interpretations of curriculum.  
Each understanding comprises particular elements which sometimes overlap. For 
example, curriculum is at times seen as the structure and content of a course comprising 
different units/ subjects. At other times, it is considered as the structure or content of an 
individual unit/ subject. Figure 7.1 shows the possible links among the understandings 
through the elements they comprise. In this figure, each coloured category encompasses 
following sub-categories. Each sub-category indicates an element of participants' 
understandings of curriculum. For example, curriculum as a set of regulation comprises 
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five sub-categories: conditions, training plans, teaching methods, assessment, and a set 
of objectives.  
As shown in Figure 7.1 curriculum understandings from administrators' 
perspectives are more holistic while those from teachers and students are more specific. 
Teachers and students sometimes have similar ideas about the nature of a curriculum. 
For example, curriculum is interpreted as the structure and content of a course, a unit/ 
subject, and a plan. Certain elements of curriculum repeatedly appear in different 
understandings. For instance, curriculum as textbooks and textbook content are almost 
the same as curriculum as a plan, and curriculum as a structure and content of a unit, 
because they all comprise objectives, content, teaching methods, and time allocation. 
These four elements can be considered key features of a curriculum since they appear in 
different curriculum understandings.  
Among these key features or elements mentioned, objectives are always pre-
specified in all groups of interviewees. Based on those objectives, content is selected, 
teaching methods are chosen, and time is allocated. Objectives can be seen as criteria to 
evaluate curriculum and teaching quality, as the expectations in a specific discipline for 
students, or as particular standards of skills and knowledge students need to achieve in 
order to graduate. Curriculum at the University, hence, can be said to be strongly 
objective-based. Objectives, in this sense, are not just learning outcomes for students, 
but also aims that the responsible stakeholders see as the justification for specific 
curricula. 
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Figure 7.1. Links among curriculum understandings
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Both the most frequently occurring curriculum understanding and the least 
frequent are significant in different ways. Among these understandings, curriculum as 
the structure and content of a course and curriculum as the structure and content of a 
unit/ subject are dominant (as illustrated in Figure 7.1). However, textbooks, as the 
findings show, are often viewed as curriculum and at the same time are used as a 
teaching plan. Thus, curriculum appears to be mostly textbook-driven. On the other 
hand, the least frequent understandings were curriculum is a set of regulations for the 
management of curriculum implementation, and curriculum as a pathway, which 
highlights the freedom to make their own decisions. Those varied understandings reveal 
very different, sometimes even opposing perspectives and underpinning assumptions 
from which the views are formed. 
The findings demonstrate that understandings of curriculum fall into two axes: 
product versus process, and teacher-focused versus leaner-focused views. In the next 
part, these curriculum understandings are presented in the coordinate axes (see Figure 
7.2). The vertical axis illustrates teacher-focused or student-focused, while the 
horizontal axis illustrates product-oriented or process-oriented. The number of stars 
displays the number of interviewees who hold that understanding, and the colour 
presents what group they are in, red is for administrators, orange for teachers and blue 
for students. 
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Figure 7.2. Variations among understandings of curriculum
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Teacher-focused versus student-focused 
As shown in Figure 7.2, although a student-focused curriculum is supported at times, 
the prevailing understandings of curriculum were teacher-focused. All administrators' 
views of curriculum were more teacher than student focused, though one senior 
administrator said he would like to involve students more in the future. Most teachers 
and students indicated the same views. Most teachers who considered curriculum as 
a learning experience were less-experienced teachers. No Academic Heads 
expressed this view. It can be concluded that senior staff perspectives were more 
teacher-dominant while less-experienced teachers tended to express more innovative 
ideas equating to student-centredness. Of student interviewees, only three stressed 
the importance of student engagement and making decisions related to curricular 
matters. In this sense, curriculum was mainly made and used by teachers, and for 
teachers, and so students were just recipients of the curriculum. This teacher-
dominant understanding is examined in section 7.3.1 in relation to cultural and social 
factors.  
Product-oriented and process-oriented 
The multi-dimensional understandings of curriculum also reflected conflicting 
beliefs about curriculum orientations: as a product or as a process. The coordinate 
axes (Figure 7.2) revealed that most teachers and administrators viewed curriculum 
as a product. As a product, curriculum is fixed, with deliberate objectives or pre-
specified outcomes prior to implementation or students' learning, and a determination 
of what was good for learners and for society. The majority of those who believe 
curriculum was a process were students. While students tended to view curriculum as 
the entire experience of education, staff referred to curriculum as a set of specific 
objectives. Moreover, many teachers seem to experience tension. I will discuss this 
point later in this chapter.  
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The opposite curriculum orientations can be found in the similes used by the 
interviewees. While one teacher compared curriculum with the backbone of a body, 
a student described it as a pathway. As the backbone of a body, curriculum was 
necessarily well structured and fixed. On the contrary, the pathway, as the student 
explained further, was open to students' choices and decisions. In this sense, 
objectives were adjustable to suit current interests and needs during the learning 
journey.  
Furthermore, a product orientation was found in the practices of curriculum 
adaptation among academics. Most of the academic staff modified their curricula in 
terms of content, activities, and diversified tasks to suit different student input in 
order to achieve the specified objectives. Some selected different textbooks or 
supplementary materials; others altered their ways of delivering a unit/subject. In this 
way, they viewed curriculum as a document or a desirable product. The most 
common aspects to be changed by those teachers were consistent with those Walker 
(1990) documented which are framework, syllabus, or time allocation, and credit 
value of units.  
Academics and learners with a process orientation perceived curriculum was an 
ongoing process or journey in which objectives can be adapted, conditions and 
learning environments created and altered to facilitate learning and teaching, and 
decisions made from fruitful conversations and collaboration. Though the number of 
interviewees in this focus was limited (8 student participants, and 5 academics), it did 
highlight hope for change and innovation from traditional well-established mindsets 
about curriculum. 
In summary, the curriculum understandings reported in this study were diverse. 
Curriculum was mostly viewed as a document which refers to the structure and 
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content of a course or a unit/subject. The prevailing views of curriculum were 
textbook-driven which means curriculum is either the content of textbooks or is 
based on textbooks. In addition, most of the understandings were product-oriented 
and teacher-focused. Less-experienced teachers and students offered some innovative 
ideas. This raised two questions for this study: First, to what extent have the voices 
from less-experienced teachers and students been heard? Second, most of the 
understandings held in relation to product-oriented and teacher-focused curriculum 
came from those in more senior positions, so when innovation is called for, is there 
any resistance from these senior staff? These questions will be revisited when 
discussing curriculum development and the roles of participants in Chapter 7. 
7.2.2 Diverse Purposes for Curriculum 
In order to explore curriculum understandings fully, this section examines the 
purposes of curriculum identified from the findings. As presented in Table 7.1, 
participants shared their beliefs in the common purposes of curriculum for 
knowledge and skills, for job preparation, and for social needs. The first two 
purposes, which were closely related, were very similarly expressed among groups, 
and were dominant. The term social needs was commonly used as the third purpose 
of curriculum, though it was interpreted very differently from one group to another. 
It was sometimes defined as the knowledge and skills required for specific jobs or a 
set of standards of those jobs. At times it was described as local demands for a 
particular job in an area or a demand for a certain labour force at another time. 
Specifically, some teachers saw social needs as being holistic e.g. for a civilised 
society, the administrators saw it as economic improvement, while the students saw 
it as for vocational purposes.   
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Table 7.1 Different Purposes of Curriculum 
Teachers Administrators Students 
Gaining knowledge and skills Gaining knowledge and skills Gaining knowledge and skills 
Preparing for a career Preparing for a career Preparing for a career 
Addressing social needs for a 
better society 
Addressing social needs for 
economic improvement and 
vocational purposes  
Addressing social needs for 
vocational purposes 
Guiding teaching  Setting regulations Guiding learning  
Developing Individuals  Developing Individuals 
 Studying further Studying further 
 
The curriculum seemed to function differently depending on the position the 
interviewees held. For instance, senior administrators and students both mentioned 
providing grounding for further study as a purpose of curriculum while this purpose 
was overlooked in the teachers' group. In the teachers' group curriculum was seen as 
guiding teaching practices, to assist them in their teaching. In the senior 
administrators' group, the curriculum provided regulations for managing and 
implementing teaching content, and was a learning guide for students.  A minority of 
participants understood the curriculum as supporting individual development. It was 
evident that the curriculum was believed to serve various purposes from different 
perspectives, indicating curriculum ideologies and approaches. The purposes of 
curriculum identified in the findings will be compared with the purposes of higher 
education in Vietnam (as analysed in Chapter 3) to consider if the curriculum is the 
totality of outcomes of the higher education, and examined to uncover any other 
influences from contextual factors, including cultures and politics. 
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7.2.3 Roles of Curriculum Development  
In Vietnam, the saying: "The oldest becomes the village leader" summarises the 
importance of experience. The impact of this well-entrenched belief is evident in the 
management of different organisations within social institutions. Whether 
experience
16
 (kinh nghiệm) counts in the field of education or not, especially in 
understandings of curriculum development, remains unexplored. The relationship 
between understandings of curriculum development and experience is clarified in 
Figure 7.3. The horizontal axis identifies different views of curriculum development, 
while the vertical presents the years of experience. Bubbles represent the number of 
interviewees attached with names to show who held that particular view. Comparing 
their views and synthesizing their ideas, curriculum development at the University 
appeared to be a hierarchical process.  
There was a clear relationship between years of experience and the 
understandings of curriculum development. Figure 7.3Error! Reference source not 
found. indicates that most of the less-experienced teachers (< 7 years of teaching) 
referred to curriculum development as adopting from an available unit or unit outline 
and implementing the existing curriculum. Though two younger teachers with five-
years' teaching experience described curriculum development as developing and 
adapting a new curriculum, they did not actually participate in such a job. It is clear 
that less-experienced academics' roles in curriculum development are limited to 
adopting and implementing what has been planned. While all the teaching staff were 
involved in implementing and adapting unit outlines, it was mostly experienced 
                                                 
 
16
'Experience': 'Kinh nghiệm' in Vietnamese often means being exposed to something for a long time, 
or working in certain field for a long time. It does not necessarily connote expertise, and sometimes 
equates to seniority. 
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teachers who referred to the other beliefs. More demanding jobs such as developing a 
new curriculum (either a unit or a course) were undertaken by experienced teachers 
only. This relationship was consistent with participants' roles in the process of 
curriculum development identified by both the Teacher Group and the Administrator 
Group.  
 
Figure 7.3. Relationship between experience and the understandings of curriculum 
development 
With reference to the process of curriculum development at the University 
described by teachers (see Figure 6.2), only experienced teachers were involved in 
planning a curriculum, and similar evidence was found in the process of curriculum 
development at the University described by senior administrators (see Figure 6.5). 
All the other teachers were engaged in implementing and adapting the curriculum 
under the supervision of Academic Heads. This demonstrates that curriculum 
development at the University was hierarchical, and was imposed from the top. This 
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finding was supported by the claim of an administrator that only senior staff and 
experienced teachers of the field were involved in curriculum development. 
The curriculum development at the University excluded students, less-
experienced teachers, and other stakeholders such as employers. Regarding students' 
participation, some teachers were concerned about the influences of cultural matters 
and traditional values on students' comments and feedback, while another teacher 
was worried about the students' competencies. One administrator admitted that 
involving students in curriculum development at the time of the research was 
impossible. Concerns were also expressed about teachers' participation. Several 
participants believed that most teachers were not qualified for curriculum 
development. In terms of other stakeholders, the current process of curriculum 
development provided no opportunity for participation or comment and feedback 
from them.  
The situation was very similar to that in Oman described by El-Okada (2005):  
A top-down model of curriculum development may be conceptualized in 
terms of a set of hierarchically ordered processes that are centrally initiated 
and controlled and that are usually performed by selected expert committees. 
A decision is made by the supreme authority in the educational system to 
start the whole process. (p. 34)  
In that situation, El-Okada (2005) concludes "curriculum development in 
almost all Arab countries follows a top-down model in which teacher involvement is 
confined to the implementation of pre-designed packages of teaching materials" (p. 
33). He also proposes a model for EFL curriculum development, emphasising 
teachers' engagement in all the stages. Similarly, Sng (2008) notes that curriculum in 
Singapore has experienced a change in top-down manner, reflecting both hierarchy 
and bureaucracy in the universities, which resulted in "a loss of communication, 
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leading to the academics’ vague and sporadic knowledge of the curriculum change’s 
purposes and goals" (Sng, 2008, p. 102). Sng (2008) suggests higher education 
institutions enhance communication throughout the universities and in different 
stages of curriculum development, including implementation of the curriculum. 
In summary, curriculum development was demonstrated in this study as 
hierarchical and exclusive. The curriculum was developed in a top-down fashion in 
which MoET prescribed curriculum frameworks. Based on these frameworks, higher 
education institutions develop their own curricula by involving senior staff and 
experienced teachers. The findings revealed that less-experienced teachers and 
students were excluded from the process.  
7.3 THROUGH THE LENS OF THE VIETNAMESE CONTEXT 
Curriculum cannot be isolated from its context. From a socio-cultural perspective, 
Pinar (2012) and Ratcliff (1997) believe curriculum is socially, culturally, and 
politically shaped, while Apple (2004), who stressed the relationship between 
ideology and curriculum, confirms: "there is a real set of relationships among those 
who have economic, political, and cultural power in society on the one hand and the 
ways in which education is thought about, organised, and evaluated on the other" (p. 
vii). Placing those understandings of curriculum and curriculum development in the 
lens of the Vietnamese context, this study argues that curriculum can be seen as 
cultural permeation, social manifestation, and a reflection of history and politics.  
7.3.1 Curriculum as Cultural Permeation 
In this section, cultural influences on curriculum and curriculum development 
are examined by referring to criteria for analysing a curriculum. Five questions 
termed in Chapter 2 are revisited.  The questions are: (1) What are the underlying 
assumptions?; (2) What is the nature of knowledge?; (3) How is a curriculum 
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developed?; (4) Who are the participants and what are their roles?; and (5) What are 
the purposes of the curriculum?. So, the following aspects are considered:  
 the view of knowledge and the ways knowledge is transferred,  
 the roles and relationship between teachers and students, and  
 the purposes of curriculum.  
View of knowledge 
Different educational beliefs result in different ways of viewing knowledge. The 
view of knowledge, according to Apple (2004) includes "the kind of knowledge is 
'official' and about who have the right to decide of both what is to be taught and how 
teaching and learning are to be evaluated" (p. vii - single quotation mark, original 
emphasis). This section presents the cultural influences on what knowledge is like, 
and how it is transferred in the Vietnamese context.  
As presented in Chapter 3, Buddhism and Confucianism both share some 
similar views related to knowledge and the ways that knowledge is transferred. 
Buddhist theories indicate that the masses are the unknowing who need to be 
enlightened. Knowledge, then, is seen as independent from learners, as something out 
there, printed in books, mastered by scholars. Similarly, Confucius considered 
knowledge as an "indispensable treasure" which lies in "sacred texts and the rules of 
virtue and propriety" (Shinn, 1997, p. 3). The data from this study illustrated this 
view clearly because curriculum is perceived as content or product which exists 
elsewhere separate from learners and prior to learning process. In this view, 
knowledge comes mostly from teachers and textbooks. The curriculum was based on 
textbooks, and was developed around the structure and content of textbooks.  
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This understanding originates from the cultural tradition of respecting books in 
Buddhism and textbooks in Confucianism. Such a tradition can be traced back to the 
difficult time of early printing when print texts were unaffordable for the masses 
(McHale, 2004), and a book was handed down over generations. Textbooks have 
become sacred materials, and can be viewed as a religious belief. Vietnamese people, 
as McHale (2004) describes, were mostly illiterate during the years when oral 
teaching was very common. They learnt to respect Buddhist teachings printed in 
books, and the "sacred texts and the rules" (Shinn, 1997, p. 3) of Confucian 
teachings. The lessons Confucius offered or the advice he gave to his students soon 
became golden rules which represented the truth.  
The curriculum at the University was developed from textbooks. Textbooks and 
their elements, namely objectives, content, procedures, assessment were used as 
curriculum, though some teachers argued that those textbooks were not contextually 
and culturally suitable. A textbook-driven curriculum was a real challenge for any 
innovative ideas realted to critical thinking and a egalitarian teacher-student 
relationship in the Vietnamese context where traditional values are highly embedded 
under the umbrella of well-entrenched cultures.  
Observing curriculum changes, Barnett, Parry, and Coate (2001) noted that the 
knowledge refers to those components of curriculum that are based on discipline-
specific competences and those aspects of teaching and learning. Based on my study, I 
argue that any innovation of curriculum and curriculum development needs to start 
from reconceptualising the views held of knowledge, of teachers' roles and textbooks.  
Teachers' and students' roles 
The link between teacher-focused perception and cultural matters or traditional 
values related to the Vietnamese context was evident in this study. Teacher-focused 
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perceptions of curriculum are demonstrated in teaching and learning methods that 
were adopted. In Vietnamese culture, according to Nguyen (1975) and Pham (1994), 
teachers are considered the experts of the discipline they are teaching while students 
have very limited knowledge of the field. Teachers are the important source of 
information from which students can learn, and are supposed to transmit knowledge 
to their students as Tran, Le, and Nguyen (2014) state: "the respect for teachers and 
knowledge are at the heart of the nation" (p. 86). In this study, teaching was based 
upon top-down methods, and students were required to follow teachers' instructions 
and receive what was taught.  
Nguyen (1975) notes that students were not allowed to interrupt and question 
teachers, but passively listened and made notes from teachers' explanations or 
comments. Rote learning was a common way of learning in which students have to 
memorise lots of facts and ideas. Teacher-dominance, including choosing what to 
teach and how to teach, was culturally welcomed (Tran, Le, & Nguyen, 2014). Such 
a belief is manifestly illustrated in both Buddhist and Confucian beliefs. Moreover, 
Tran, Le, and Nguyen (2014) emphasise that: "knowledge imparted by the teacher 
and from the textbook has been commonly viewed as incontestable and rigid and 
students are conditioned to passively accept knowledge rather than being provided 
opportunities to creatively and critically engage with knowledge" (p. 95). 
Consequently, the findings in this study illustrate well that situation as students were 
excluded from curriculum and curriculum development process. They were either to 
be excluded from the process or not psychologically and culturally prepared to raise 
their voices. 
Traditional Vietnamese values emphasise the teacher's authority in the 
relationship between teachers and students (Nguyen, 1989; Tran, 1999). These values 
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affect both relationships among staff, and between teachers and students. The 
findings from this study confirm that older people or those who were holding higher 
statuses in the University were respected and had more power in relation to 
curriculum development. As such their voices are more influential than those of less-
experienced staff. For students, cultural values represented a burden that prevented 
them from arguing with teachers, and giving different or opposing ideas. In relation 
to curriculum matters, students were unwilling to criticise the curriculum and 
teachers' methods, and the feedback they gave was intended to please teachers and to 
show their respect. 
In summary, the teacher and student relationships were powerfully influenced 
by cultural and traditional values. Such influences inevitably have impacts on the 
curriculum and curriculum development in higher education. To make change 
happen, a more democratic relationship between teacher and students, and among 
colleagues should be nurtured. Additionally, collaboration among these stakeholders 
should be strengthened to ensure no one view or interest dominates during planning 
and implementing a curriculum.  
Purposes of education 
The purposes of higher education in Vietnam vary a great deal from the official 
purposes emergent in policy beliefs to the enacted purposes understood by the 
participants in this study. The Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) emphasises more 
ambitious purposes for higher education, namely to improve students' intellectual 
capacities, prepare them with knowledge and skills to find jobs, meet social needs, 
and defend the country. In addition, university students are supposed to improve their 
ethical and political awareness (Socialist Republic of Vietnam, Education Law, 
2005; Higher Education Law, 2012). In comparison, the overarching purposes of 
  257 
higher education curriculum identified by most of the participants in this study were 
enabling students to gain knowledge and skills and preparing for future careers. 
Misalignment can be found between the purposes of higher education specified 
in policies and the purposes of higher education curriculum found in this present 
study. Though some curriculum purposes such as preparing for jobs, meeting social 
needs, developing individuals were similarly highlighted, others, for example, 
morality, and political awareness were disregarded in participants' points of view. 
The belief that higher education curriculum should provide students with 
knowledge and prepare them for jobs is supported by Vietnamese cultural values. In 
Vietnam, university entrance exams are very academically difficult since the number 
of students registered for a university always exceeds the quota the university is 
granted. Passing the exams is considered a milestone in one's life and makes the 
family very proud; graduates from colleges and universities are honoured as 
intellectuals (Ashwill & Diep, 2011). Based on these cultural values, Vietnamese 
students go to universities in order to find a good job and to ensure a better life 
(Oliver, 2004), and to increase their individual intellectual abilities (Nguyen, 2000). 
7.3.2 Curriculum as a Social Manifestation  
As a social manifestation, curriculum is shaped by social conditions, and responses 
to social norms and beliefs (Pinar, 2012; Ratcliff, 1997). As illustrated in the 
findings, social needs have a strong impact on the curriculum at the University. For 
instance, the requirements of labour forces, which include both language and 
communication skills, resulted in the adaptation of curriculum goals and objectives. 
Hence, the purpose, organisation, and structure of the curriculum were altered to suit 
social conditions (Ratcliff, 1997). Paradoxically, there was little evidence in the 
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findings of the role of the employers or society in influencing the directions of higher 
education curriculum.  
Curriculum is not only culturally suitable to the context, but also a social 
practice which demonstrates its practical side, and applicability in real life. Apple 
(2004) argues that a curriculum necessarily includes various vital elements to 
preserve the more powerful community's existing social privilege, interests, and 
knowledge. When delivering the curriculum, certain social norms and values have 
been implicitly transferred within a larger historical context. The findings reflect a 
strong social value on entering a university, and pursuing a job as a way of ensuring 
a stable life. Furthermore, the findings stress that the curriculum helps train people to 
be good citizens, and to serve society. Such findings are aligned with McKernan’s 
(2008) opinion that the curriculum comprising both theoretical and practical aspects 
can lead to a change in society. Such a curriculum is certainly "created, shared and 
transmitted to others embodying values and knowledge and skills and a host of 
dispositions" (McKernan, 2008, p. 14).  
The findings in this study also indicate that the overarching purpose of the 
curriculum is to provide students with knowledge and skills and to prepare them for 
future jobs. Those potential jobs are to meet the requirements for the development of 
local and national economy. In this sense, the curriculum is a social practice 
demonstrated in updating and including essential knowledge and skills for particular 
jobs as new requirements of new economic needs, and by doing so, social integration 
is fostered (Apple, 2004). Such findings reflect the social efficiency approach to 
curriculum development which prepares students with skills and procedures required 
for their jobs, enabling them to lead a useful life, and to respond well to social needs 
(Schiro, 2013). Some participants looked to research skills for further study, and 
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expected the higher education curriculum to help learners grow personally to satisfy 
their interests. Such a belief encompassed features of the experiential and learner-
centred approach, aimed at develop learners' intellectual faculties (Toohey, 1999) 
and for individual growth (Schiro, 2013). Hence, meeting individual needs should be 
taken into consideration as an essential factor in curriculum development.  
7.3.3 Curriculum as a Reflection of History and Politics 
Academic affairs in higher education including curriculum are inevitably influenced 
by politics. Lim (1999), for example, notes that political intervention could reduce 
academic freedom at higher education institutions. Apple (2004) emphasises the 
impact of power on knowledge and approach to obtain it: 
Academic boundaries are themselves culturally produced and are often the 
results of complex "policing" action on the part of those who have the power 
to enforce them. This "policing" action involves the power to declare what is 
or is not the subject of "legitimate" inquiry of what is or is not a "legitimate" 
approach to understand it (p. viii). 
The understandings and the process of curriculum development at the 
University were affected not only by politics, but also by various foreign influences 
as a result of a long history. The evidence of these influences can be seen in the 
mismatch of educational theories and philosophies, a highly controlled management, 
and the limited academic freedom higher education institutions have.  
Historically, Vietnamese higher education has experienced numerous changes 
which have impacted on the curriculum and its development. Impacts from foreign 
influences result in a mismatch of opposing educational philosophies and theories 
from the East and the West. The social and institutional hierarchy in education could 
be traced back to the Confucian educational theories (Margison, 2011). That 
hierarchy was strengthened by the French style of a highly centralised management 
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of higher education in which both teaching materials and teaching methods were 
strictly controlled. Soviet ideology maximised the highly centralised management 
blueprint in which a top-down approach to curriculum development was applied, and 
curricula were interpreted as what and how to teach, with strict controls.  
The findings exemplify this strict control over curriculum and its development. 
While all teaching staff seem to remain ignorant of institutional autonomy and 
believed the curriculum should be developed out of the MoET's frameworks, top 
administrators were eager for a shift of power from ministerial level to institutional 
control. However, the University has applied similar procedures by using senior staff 
to prescribe a curriculum framework. Based on those prescribed frameworks, 
faculties develop curricula for different disciplines. The centralised management of 
higher education curriculum has been transferred from MoET to the top 
administrators in universities. Thus, this study indicates that institutional autonomy 
and curriculum development in this transitional context remains a challenge.  
Varied educational philosophies and beliefs result in different ways of 
understanding and developing curriculum. As specified in the contextual analysis, 
curriculum aims varied a great deal over historical eras. The integration of politics 
and theoretical knowledge was the focus of curriculum under the Soviet model, while 
the American system stressed being practical and realistic. Although Doi Moi policies 
place importance on a link between learning and practice, higher education curriculum 
seems to be more theoretical than practical in general. As demonstrated through this 
study, political-related units/subjects are required in both curricula for EFL and for 
Translation. Those compulsory units not only take time, but also cause students several 
problems due to different ways of learning and teaching experienced the mandated units 
and English units.  
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7.4 THROUGH THE LENS OF THE WESTERN LITERATURE 
This section discusses how understandings of higher education curriculum and 
processes of curriculum development, shaped by the Vietnamese contextual factors 
concur or differ from those in Western literature. 
7.4.1 Understandings of Curriculum 
As findings from this study illustrated, understandings of curriculum from different 
participants groups varied enormously. In most cases, curriculum was understood as 
the structure or content of a course or a unit/ subject; others viewed curriculum as 
experiences or plans. In relation to understandings of curriculum in higher education 
context, Stark and Lattuca (1997) list six consistent elements in different university 
stakeholders' conceptions about curriculum. The elements are:  
1. a college or program’s mission, purpose, or collective expression of what 
is important for students to learn; 
2. a set of experiences that some authorities believe all students should 
have; 
3. the set of courses offered to students; 
4. the set of courses students elect from those available; 
5. the content of a specific discipline; and 
6. the time and credit frame in which the college provides education.  
 
 
Most curriculum understandings held by participants in this research 
encompassed the six elements by Stark and Lattuca (1997) to a certain extent. 
However, curriculum as a set of courses students elect from those available (element 
4) was not articulated in this research, possibly because the number of electives the 
University offered was limited and students had few units/ subjects to choose from. 
Furthermore, curriculum as the credit frame in which the college provides education 
(element 6) was not mentioned by the interviewees. It can be seen that students at the 
University had fewer choices compared with those in Western universities. 
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Compared with the curriculum categories in Fraser and Bosanquet's research 
(2006), curriculum at the University was commonly viewed as a product which 
comprises the curriculum as the structure and content of both a unit and of a course. 
The curriculum appears to be a fixed document such as a set of objectives, a set of 
regulations, the structure and content of a course or a unit which was decided upon 
prior to learning actually taking place. As such, very few participants at the 
University considered the curriculum as a learning experience or a process. The 
category of a dynamic and interactive process, "a collaborative process of learning, 
with teacher and student acting as co-constructors of knowledge" (p. 275) was not 
found in his study. Instead, the curriculum was seen as teaching experience in which 
professional judgements were made by teachers based on their experiences as a 
language learner, their professional background, and their own teaching experiences. 
Such a difference reflects educational beliefs which were more teacher-dominant in 
the Vietnamese context than in Western circumstances. Thus, this view of the 
curriculum as a dynamic and interactive process presents a cultural challenge when 
compared with the curriculum described by the participants.  
Objective-based curriculum understandings were dominant in the findings. 
This particular feature of the curriculum supports strongly the objectives-based 
curriculum in Western literature in which Tyler's theory (1949) was the most leading. 
The theory also prevailed in the field of language teaching (Richards, 2001). As 
such, the understandings of curriculum held by the University's stakeholders share 
something in common with those from the West. 
Research in the 21
st
 century from Western literature related to curriculum, 
however, shows a shift from a product-oriented curriculum to a process-oriented 
curriculum. If curriculum as product covers only "one aspect of the context that 
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shapes curriculum in use" (Cornbleth, 1988, p. 89), the process-oriented curriculum 
focuses on what teachers and students do by what means without any scaffolding 
(Knight, 2001). Thus, more emphasis on the processes rather than the output-driven 
system of higher education curriculum has been called for (Barnett et al., 2001). 
Parker (2003) recommended transformational curricula which emphasise 
"inculcating a progressive circle of engagement and critical reflection" (p. 539). This 
study, however, revealed a totally different picture of curriculum understandings 
which is still product-focused, with specified objectives, and desired academic 
knowledge. 
Furthermore, Fraser and Bosanquet (2006) stress the collaboration between 
teachers and students, as "the structure of the learning experience is not 
predetermined or defined; rather, it emerges from the needs of the students and the 
interactions between students, teachers and colleagues" (p. 275). Such collaboration 
enables students to negotiate, and later decide what knowledge they want to include 
in the curriculum (Fraser, 2006). In this study, though there are initial ideas of a 
collaborative curriculum development, the democracy in teacher-student 
relationships and among staff is confronted by cultural values and beliefs, and 
managerial blueprints. Negotiation and collaboration are unlikely unless innovation 
takes place in relation to curriculum understandings and curriculum development 
practices. 
In brief, Western reconceptualised curriculum is no longer a fixed concept or a 
desirable product but an ongoing, interactive process which enables students to raise 
their voices and be a part of it. In this sense, understandings of the curriculum in the 
Vietnamese context vary a great deal from the contemporary reconceptualised 
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curriculum in the West, and seem to match the understanding of the curriculum as a 
product. 
One noticeable contribution from a student was curriculum as a pathway which 
concentrated more on process and decision making. This view was certainly both 
different from a teacher's similes of curriculum as a backbone, and curriculum as a 
recipe described by Stenhouse (1975): 
A curriculum, like the recipe for a dish, is first imagined as a possibility, 
then the subject of experiment. The recipe offered publicly is in a sense a 
report on the experiment. Similarly, a curriculum should be grounded in 
practice. It is an attempt to describe the work observed in classrooms that it 
is adequately communicated to teachers and others. Finally, within limits, a 
recipe can be varied according to taste. So can a curriculum. (pp. 4-5)  
Knight (2001) suggests that it is "better to concentrate on the process that 
might lead to the sorts of outcomes that are wanted, to provide ingredients from 
which a meal can be created, rather than to insist on cooking to a recipe" (p. 275). 
Curriculum, in this sense, is not only the process but also a description of classroom 
happenings, which can be adjusted to suit new needs. In curriculum as a pathway, 
the student stresses student autonomy in making decisions to suit their needs, 
interests, and abilities. The student's simile of curriculum as a pathway, hence, 
seemed to align more with the contemporary Western notion of curriculum.  
Different implications have been drawn from the multiple views and 
perceptions of curriculum. Ratcliff (1997), for example, warns of the danger of 
making an assumption that different staff agree on curriculum. Moreover, 
misalignment among academics' understandings of curriculum can cause students 
certain problems: 
Where higher education curricula have been created in a piecemeal fashion, 
with individual academics adding or remaking units in response to their own 
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interests, the ensuing differences in approach among staff members may 
result in students having to meet a confusing array of expectations (Toohey, 
1999, p. 68) 
Acknowledging the various views and conceptions of curriculum in the higher 
education context, Fraser and Bosanquet (2006) suggest that the academic 
community "develop a shared language and understanding of curriculum" for 
"curriculum visioning, change and development" (pp. 282-3). However, how to 
create a common language for professional conversations among those who hold 
different perspectives and have variety of experiences, qualifications, and 
understandings of curriculum and curriculum development was described as being a 
challenge for the stakeholders. This research calls for establishing a platform or a 
forum for dialogue about curriculum, and for adequate training for those who are 
involved. 
7.4.2 Curriculum Development 
Perceptions of curriculum development and the processes of developing curriculum 
were another focus of this study. In Chapter 2, a number of models of curriculum 
development were presented including: the product model, the process model and the 
logical model. In language teaching, there have been the syllabus, the ends-means 
model, and Richard's seven-stage model of curriculum development. 
As the findings of this study demonstrated, curriculum development at the 
University was hierarchical. In this process, curriculum objectives were pre-specified 
and imposed from the top. Teaching content, teaching methods, and learning 
activities were selected accordingly. Curriculum development was described as being 
almost the same as in Tyler's linear model (1949). Regarding curriculum in language 
teaching, EFL curriculum at the University was textbook-based and content-focused. 
In this way, curriculum was developed around chosen topics, for particular skills. 
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The views of several teachers can be described as a syllabus design: "the content of a 
course of instructions and lists of will be taught and tested" (Richards, 2001, p. 2). 
The content paradigm was still prevailing in EFL curriculum development at the 
University.  
Compared with Richards' (2001) EFL curriculum development model, 
however, the findings show that the curriculum development process applied at the 
University were totally different. The process of curriculum development at the 
University was employed in a top-down manner, in which a needs analysis and 
situational analysis (stages 1 and 2) were completely absent. Therefore, it is 
recommended that a different process of curriculum should be employed, that 
includes these analyses. In addition, the collaboration and interaction among teaching 
staff will be vital for adaptation, as Toohey (1999) observes:  
However, open discussion through the process of course design or review 
can help teachers define what is important to them and clarify what they 
believe in. If that clarity then helps teachers communicate with students, 
there is hope that both students and teacher will at least engage in the same 
endeavour. (p. 69) 
7.4.3 Approaches to Curriculum Development 
An approach to curriculum development is interpreted and characterised differently 
based on different foci. If curriculum development is considered a kind of curriculum 
work based on a specific curriculum understanding, an approach to curriculum, then, 
is viewed as a "way of thinking about curriculum and of connecting thought with 
practice" (Marsh & Willis, 2007, p. 68). An approach to curriculum, therefore, 
comprises a clear and consistent curriculum understanding, a process of curriculum 
development, underpinning assumptions and value systems based on which curriculum 
perspectives are held and decisions about curriculum made (Marsh & Willis, 2007).  
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Chapter 2 presented a range of approaches to curriculum development, 
including: the academic or discipline-based; the social efficiency; the experiential or 
learner-centred; and the critical approach. Each reflected the different views of 
knowledge, the purposes of curricula, the roles of stakeholders, and the ways in which 
content is selected and organised (as being phrased in five questions in Section 2.2.2).  
In this study, staff and students illustrated a variety of understandings of 
curriculum and curriculum development, which can be attributed to their different 
experiences of schooling and the purposes of education. For instance, some staff 
experienced their schooling in the North of Vietnam where Soviet socialist education 
was dominant; others grew up in the South under the American style of education. 
Less-experienced teachers and students acquired their higher education during Doi 
Moi policies, and experienced innovation. These various backgrounds, including 
their underpinning educational beliefs and value systems, resulted in multifarious 
understandings of curriculum which lead to different approaches to curriculum 
development. As a consequence, the curriculum work at the University encompassed 
more than one of the approaches to curriculum development presented in Chapter 2.  
Curriculum work at the University was in accordance with the academic or 
discipline-based approach. In this approach, teachers play an important role in 
"selecting what is most important for students to know and transmit that to them" 
(Toohey, 1999, p. 50). Furthermore, most participants believed that the curriculum 
should provide students with knowledge and skills of their disciplines, namely EFL 
teaching and Translation. In similar terms, while Eisner and Vallance (1974) note 
that such curriculum stresses concepts and the criteria of particular disciplines that 
learners are required to master, Schiro (2013) believes learners are supposed to 
acquire the discipline content, conceptual frameworks, and ways of thinking. 
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The knowledge and skills of the disciplines, according to the interviewees, 
could be found in textbooks, and transmitted to students by teachers. Such a belief 
exemplifies the academic or discipline-based approach as "knowledge exists in 
textbooks..., and forms a body of theory which has been developed, refined and 
tested over time" (Toohey, 1999, p. 49). In this sense, teachers are experts in the field 
who have deep knowledge and are responsible for conveying it to their students, and 
"the curriculum provides the means of this transmission, and it derives both its 
meaning and its reason for existence from the academic disciplines" (Schiro, 2013, p. 
4). In relation to curriculum in language teaching, the textbook-dependent curriculum 
suits the content paradigm in syllabus design which was dominant for a long time 
(Richards, 2001). The findings from this study strongly support Toohey's belief that 
"the discipline approach, with its emphasis on breadth rather than depth, is still the 
dominant model" (1999, p. 67) at the University. 
Some of the understandings of curriculum held by participants also reflect the 
social efficiency approach. The overarching purposes of curriculum found in this 
research were to provide students with knowledge and skills, prepare them for future 
jobs, and meet social needs. As Toohey (1999) notes, the major focus is on providing 
students with knowledge and skills for their performance in their future jobs. In this 
approach, teachers are those who specify objectives, and carefully choose specific 
knowledge and skills, logically organise them in a particular sequence, and select 
appropriate methods to deliver the selected content. In most of the responses, training 
learners to become professional teachers and skilled translators or interpreters 
seemed to be the crucial mission of the Faculty, exemplified by the participants' 
views on curriculum goals and purposes. 
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The curriculum at the University is also closely associated with the social 
efficiency approach to curriculum development in terms of meeting social needs. 
Ratcliff (1997) confirms: "the curriculum is purposeful, reflecting the needs of 
society" (p. 13). Though, according to the top administrators, meeting social needs in 
the educational field was a new idea in the Vietnamese context, it was commonly 
found in all responses. Most interviewees believed that higher education should train 
learners to become useful people for society, and prepare them to join society. These 
understandings about the higher education curriculum were almost identical to the 
description of the curriculum to, "efficiently meet the needs of society by training 
youth to function as future mature contributing members of society" (Schiro, 2013, p. 
5). Furthermore, as mentioned above, the University curriculum aimed to provide 
students with certain necessary knowledge and skills to function appropriately in 
their workplace and preparing them for future jobs as one way to ensure a stable 
living. Effective performance at a workplace is an important outcome of the social 
efficiency approach to curriculum development (Toohey, 1999; Schiro, 2013). 
However, meeting social needs is interpreted differently in the Vietnamese 
context examined here compared with Western concepts. Meeting social needs, as 
identified in this study, remained a vague term from different participants' 
perspectives. There was a dichotomy between national and local needs in defining 
what social needs are. Some participants interpret social needs as the economic and 
educational development of the whole society. Such an interpretation is supported by 
the Education Law 2005 (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005b) which states the 
purpose of higher education, including curriculum, as serving economic development 
nation-wide. This perspective concurs with Ratcliff's (1997) idea that social influences 
on undergraduate curriculum can be noticed by its emerging social goal of transferring 
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"technological knowledge and skill in an effort to further economic development" (p. 
17). Some staff viewed social needs as the local requirements of the labour force or as 
the employers' requirement for particular jobs. Others referred to a possibility to live in 
harmony and adapt well in the society in which someone lives. Moreover, as 
curriculum objectives were specified and imposed from the top, the term social needs 
seems to be used as a reference in making decisions rather than having a real influence 
on the process.   
Participants viewed the curriculum as both a teaching experience and a 
learning experience. As a teaching experience, curriculum comprised teaching 
content, teaching aims, teaching practices, and professional judgements based on 
teachers' teaching and their previous learning experience. As a learning experience, 
students were sometimes given an opportunity to contribute to curriculum content by 
suggesting what they need and what interests them. Several participants called for a 
curriculum that meets student needs and interests. This view seemed to be related to 
the experiential or learner-centred approach in which "students nominate, within the 
boundaries of the unit or course, the skills and knowledge that they would like to 
acquire and the kinds of problems they would like to be able to deal with" (Toohey, 
1999, p. 60). 
In both understandings of curriculum as a teaching experience and a learning 
experience, personal experience was the foundation for developing curricula. Such a 
view can be mistakenly interpreted as the experiential or learner-centred approach, 
in which individual needs and interests are met, and student learning experience is 
highly emphasised. While the University curriculum concentrates on teachers' 
experience and judgements, the experiential or learner-centred approach stresses 
"learning from experience - both the previous life experiences of the student and 
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experiences which can be planned and organised as part of the subject at hand" 
(Toohey, 1999, p. 60). Regarding curriculum as a learning experience, participants 
indicated that students at the University were at times invited to have a say in 
choosing what to learn. However, such opportunities were very limited, and were 
employed by very few teachers. Such innovative approaches can be seen as an 
experimental risk by individual teachers, highlighting teaching experiences and 
practices rather than an integral part of curriculum itself. 
Higher education policies in Vietnam seem to support the critical approach to 
curriculum development to some extent. The overall goal of this approach, according 
to Toohey (1999), "is to produce a graduate capable of self-realisation" who is able 
not only to understand, but also to critique, and to defend their position in an 
argument. Likewise, higher education in Vietnam focuses on developing all-rounded 
individuals who know how to develop themselves for "social progress" (Doan, 2000, 
p. 7). Furthermore, the Education Law 2005 (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 
2005b) stresses the goal of training people to better society. In order to achieve these 
goals, teachers and students were supposed to collaborate in projects which were 
significant to society, and teachers "help students understand where their own views 
have come from, to challenge preconceptions and to encourage them to consider 
other possibilities" (Toohey, 1999, p. 65). 
Meanwhile, the findings about understandings of the curriculum and 
curriculum development in this study contradict the critical approach. Student 
engagement in the University curriculum, however, was either overlooked or not 
mentioned in the responses. Initial attempts to involve students in giving feedback 
failed because students were not psychologically and culturally prepared. When 
providing feedback, some students remained in passive roles as usual, some finished 
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their interview responses as quickly as possible as a duty, others just responded to 
please their teachers. The capabilities of self-realisation, of giving critiques, and 
defending their own positions for a better society are far from being achieved. The 
understandings of curriculum and curriculum development at the University are 
influenced by cultural and traditional values which are totally different from the 
critical approach to curriculum in a Western perspective.  
7.5 ON THE HORNS OF A DILEMMA 
Based on the difficulties in terms of curriculum development at the University staff 
were facing, and the shortcomings they recognised, this section highlights three 
dilemmas related to curriculum understandings and curriculum development in the 
Vietnamese higher education context. These dilemmas are the view of knowledge 
versus the purposes of curriculum, institutional autonomy versus competencies, and 
innovation versus traditional values. 
7.5.1 View of Knowledge and the Purposes of Curriculum 
There was a mismatch between the view of knowledge and the purpose of higher 
education curriculum. The overarching understanding of curriculum was the 
structure and content of a course, of a unit, or of textbooks. In this view, knowledge 
was seen as a fixed concept as it existed independently from learning process in 
textbooks and printing materials. Teachers were still viewed as experts who master 
all the knowledge. Meanwhile, the purpose of higher education in the University was 
to train people to serve society, and economic development. Curriculum, thus, aimed 
at preparing students with knowledge and skills necessary for future jobs and social 
needs. Although most of the participants were aware that a purpose of curriculum 
was to meet social needs, there was little evidence that knowledge was socially 
constructed. The interaction between teachers and students, and between students 
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and students was barely discernible, and outside stakeholders such as employers and 
alumni were not engaged. Furthermore, the impacts of technology seemed to be 
neglected. Hence, in order to meet social requirements, knowledge should be socially 
constructed through collaboration and interaction among teacher and students, 
students and students, and students and materials (Barnett, Barry & Coate, 2001; 
Fraser & Bonsaquet, 2006).  
7.5.2 Institutional Autonomy and Competencies 
The biggest concern raised by the participants related to institutional autonomy 
whereby the university should have the power and the right to choose and develop its 
own curricula. Though the understandings of autonomy held by the participants 
related to curriculum seemed to be inconsistent and sometimes contradictory, it 
mainly referred to the freedom of making decisions about academic matters, and the 
involvement in the processes of making decisions.  
Recently, the Vietnamese Higher Education Law 2012 approved this 
autonomy. Accordingly, rectors of higher education institutions have the right and 
power to make all decisions related to their curricula and curriculum development. 
However, participants indicated that there remained some constraints and debates 
around this approval. The problem was that the University was not prepared for such 
a freedom. One of the top administrators admitted that the University had no official 
guidelines about curriculum, and more seriously the school had no education 
philosophy which was the foundation for curriculum understandings and for the 
development of curriculum. Lacking a philosophy at the University reflected the 
Vietnamese context of education under the multiple external impacts (as analysed in 
Chapter 3). 
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Moreover, staff were not trained nor informed to deal with the change, and this 
was one of the most serious problems in curriculum development for Universities in 
Asia (Sng, 2008). Since there was no particular model of curriculum identified, it 
seemed that the University was trying similar procedures of curriculum development 
once used by the MoET. In this way, it might make a similar mistake to the one they 
were criticising, and wanted to avoid, that is strictly centralised management of 
curriculum. The findings also revealed that top administrators had not reached an 
agreement on the processes of curriculum development, and were still confused 
about the new jobs given.  
Regarding teaching staff, many problems might occur when they were 
involved and given the authority to develop the curriculum. The research revealed 
academic heads and experienced teachers who held positions of authority were more 
reluctant to change while less-experienced teachers who were not involved and had 
no expertise in the field seemed to be eager for innovation. The research also showed 
that staff were not well trained to perform the role of curriculum development. There 
were very few professional dialogues or conversations among colleagues due to a 
lack of "a shared language" for communication (Fraser & Bonsaquet, 2004). 
Consequently, collaboration among teachers has hardly taken place. Ratcliff (2001) 
comments: 
What is difficult is getting a group of faculty from many different 
perspectives and prior institutional and educational experiences to work 
together to design or change a curriculum to be cogent, coherent, and 
meaningful to students. (p. 6) 
Students seemed ill-prepared for innovation because their role remained 
passive in their learning. Working independently and thinking critically were also 
skills that need time to form and develop. They also needed to be prepared to work in 
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groups and teams, to engage in constructive arguments so that knowledge can be 
constructed through team work and group work. As such, the knowledge they 
acquire is constructed through collaboration, negotiation, and interaction with others.      
So, from this reality improving stakeholders' competencies is a prerequisite for 
curriculum development in the Vietnamese context. 
7.5.3 Innovation and Traditional Values 
Since curriculum is shaped and influenced by cultural and social factors, any 
innovative ideas for curriculum seem to challenge the well-entrenched traditional 
values. When student autonomy is encouraged and student roles become more active, 
teachers' status will certainly be challenged. Teachers need to accept the fact that 
they are not the sole source of information so their role as the owner of knowledge 
will be weakened. Instead of transmitting knowledge, teachers are supposed to 
organise activities, and facilitate learning. As a result, well-established educational 
beliefs and teaching methods have to be confronted. 
Innovation in curriculum understandings challenges the existing understanding 
of curriculum as a product, and should be process-oriented. The understandings at the 
University as indicated in this study, however, were mostly perceived as either the 
structure/content of a unit, or of a course. Moreover, curriculum was sometimes 
viewed as textbooks and textbook content, and the curriculum was developed based on 
certain textbooks. In this way, the current curriculum was very much textbook-driven. 
The attitude towards textbooks was previously shown to originate from cultural 
values and religious beliefs. Any change in relation to such perception of curriculum 
seems to face cultural challenge. A gradual cultural change, hence, is a prerequisite 
for any other innovation to take place. 
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7.6 SUMMARY 
This chapter presented the discussion of key findings from the study. The 
understandings of curriculum at the University were diverse and sometimes 
contradictory. Curriculum development was a hierarchical process undertaken in a 
top-down manner. Through the lens of the Vietnamese context, curriculum could be 
seen as cultural permeation, a social manifestation, and a reflection of history and 
politics. 
Compared with curriculum and curriculum development from a Western 
perspective, the understandings of curriculum at the University are more product-
oriented and teacher-focused. Furthermore, curriculum development is aligned with 
the linear model introduced by Tyler (1949). Curriculum understandings and 
curriculum development in the Vietnamese context challenge the progressive 
perspectives of curriculum which emphasise the interaction and collaboration 
between teacher and students, students and students, students and materials. 
In terms of approaches to curriculum development, curriculum at the 
University is aligned with the academic or discipline-based approach in which 
curriculum is developed around the topic and the nature of the discipline. The 
curriculum also encompasses some characteristics of other approaches. For example, 
it demonstrates well the social efficiency approach, and covers few features of the 
experiential or learner-centred approach. On the contrary, curriculum at the 
University is very different from the critical approach to curriculum development in 
a Western perspective.  
The study also reveals the dilemmas related to curriculum development at the 
University. They are the mismatch between views of knowledge and the purposes of 
curriculum, institutional autonomy in curriculum development and staff competencies, 
  277 
innovations and traditional values. These keys findings are a base for a participatory 
model for curriculum development to be proposed, and for implications and 
recommendations to be made in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 8: Toward a Participatory Model  
8.1 INTRODUCTION 
In this section, I propose a participatory model for curriculum development, based on 
participants' "ideal model for curriculum development" at the University, the process 
of curriculum development in language teaching (Nation & Macalister, 2010; 
Richards, 2001), and influences identified from the Vietnamese context.  
During the interviews, participants had opportunities to challenge their 
perceptions and thinking about curriculum development. They pointed out the 
difficulties they were facing and advocated feasible solutions. They were invited to 
envisage their "ideal model" for curriculum development which accommodated the 
situation of the University and the Vietnamese context (as shown in Figure 6.3 and 
Figure 6.6). This section synthesises different ideas from participants about their 
"ideal model" of curriculum development to ensure that all voices are heard, and 
introduces a participatory model for curriculum development for the University. 
Moreover, the model adapts the stages for language teaching curriculum design 
proposed by Nation and Macalister (2010), Richards (2001) and other curriculum 
theories from a Western perspective.  
The participatory model accommodates the Vietnamese situation, but 
challenges its cultural and traditional beliefs simultaneously. Since the top-down 
mode of curriculum development has been well established in Vietnam, reflecting 
cultural and social influences, historical impacts, and political ethos, curriculum 
development predominantly belongs to the traditional or discipline-based approach in 
which knowledge exists independent from learning, and curriculum is a product or 
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content developed prior to the learning process. Therefore, from the theoretical 
viewpoint, the proposed model calls for a thorough examination of cultural 
background and political impacts on curriculum understandings and curriculum 
development, to suit the University setting, and the Vietnamese context. 
Accommodating the Vietnamese context, this model can provide a supportive 
reference guide for effective curriculum development for other higher education 
institutions which share similar characteristics with the University throughout 
Vietnam and in other Asian countries.  
The participatory model for curriculum development, built up out participants' 
shared ideas about their ideal models, argues for innovation in higher education 
curriculum development. It is an ongoing, spiral process which involves different 
stakeholders to ensure all voices are raised and heard. This model allows students to 
participate and express their needs as well as expectations, less-experienced teachers 
also contribute their innovative ideas, and employers state what they want from 
graduates. Since the model addresses the dilemmas that higher education institutions 
in Vietnam are facing, it is a major contribution of this thesis. 
8.2 PRINCIPLES OF THE RECOMMENDED PARTICIPATORY MODEL 
Adapting the principles proposed by Bolstad (2004), this model was developed on 
three principles:  
 curriculum is process-oriented;  
 it is an on-going and spiral process; and  
 it is a participatory and collaborative process.  
These principles also address the dilemmas presented in Chapter 6.  
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Regarding process-oriented curriculum, Stenhouse (1975) argues that a process 
curriculum is more appropriate in areas that focus on knowledge and understandings. 
In terms of language teaching, Kumaravadivelu (1991) and Nunan (1995) believe 
that curriculum should be process-oriented to enable the explicit, ongoing classroom 
discussions and decisions about how the curriculum is constructed. They also 
emphasise that product-oriented curriculum can hold back learning because the needs 
and priorities of learners and the teachers are usually hidden from each other, and 
often in conflict. Moreover, curriculum as a process can facilitate learning in 
communities through group work and peer evaluation, and "the process approach 
puts the casuistry and hypotheticals of outcomes in their place, and brings questions 
about good learning to the fore" (Knight, 2001, p. 379). 
A spiral curriculum, which originated from the work of Bruner (1960), has 
been commonly used in medical education. Adopting the spiral approach from 
Harden and Stamper (1999), the proposed model consists of following key features. 
First, there is iterative revisiting of curriculum elements (objectives, sequence of 
content, teaching methods, assessment) throughout the course, at different levels of 
difficulty. Second, new learning is related to previous learning, and adapted to new 
situations. Last, learning outcomes increase with each iteration, and suit new 
requirements. Furthermore, curriculum should be developed by an ongoing 
"continuous improvement process" (Wolf, 2007, p. 20) in which "once ideas are 
implemented, assessing and adapting the implementation begins, followed some time 
afterwards by the next full-scale curriculum assessment" (Wolf, 2007, p. 20). 
This proposed model for curriculum development is described as participatory 
and collaborative. Taking the implications from research in higher education 
curriculum in Singapore by Sng (2008), it is recommended that academics be 
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involved in every stage of curriculum development. This model shares some features 
with a participatory action research (PAR) in which "communities of inquiry and 
action evolve and address questions and issues that are significant for those who 
participate as co-researchers" (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 1). This participatory 
model involves different stakeholders including administrators, teaching staff, 
current students and graduates, and employers; allows their voices to be raised and 
heard; and their knowledge and expertise to be shared and used. Thus knowledge and 
skills of the researched or grassroots communities are employed, and they are 
involved as full partners of the process (Fals Borda, 1995). 
As the findings of the study indicate that curriculum at the University was 
developed in a top-down manner which is both hierarchical and exclusive, this 
participatory model aims to raise all the voices of potential stakeholders, namely policy 
makers, administrators, teachers, students and employers.  
8.3 STAGES OF THE PARTICIPATORY MODEL 
The model consists of seven stages (as shown in Figure 8.1): 
1. Preliminary stage 
2. Getting information 
3. Specifying objectives and learning outcomes 
4. Planning and piloting 
5. Implementing and adapting 
6. Re-evaluating 
7. Re-planning.  
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Figure 8.1. Participatory model for curriculum development 
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8.3.1 Preliminary Stage 
Discussing how participants react and develop during an innovation, Hall and 
Loucks (1979) presented the concerns-based adoption model (CBAM), including 
seven stages of concern:  
1) Awareness: I am not concerned about it (the innovation). 
2) Informational: I would like to know more about it. 
3) Personal: How will using it affect me? 
4) Management: I seem to be spending all my time in getting material ready. 
5) Consequence: How is my use affecting students? 
6) Collaboration: I am concerned about relating what I am doing with what 
other instructors are doing. 
7) Refocusing: I have ideas about something that would work even better. (p. 6) 
Accordingly, raising participants' awareness and having them all informed 
about the changes are the two first stages of the process of innovation. Therefore, this 
study recommends a preliminary stage should be conducted prior to implementing 
the participatory model.  
In this preparatory stage, a forum of communication should be established and 
vision built so that stakeholders at all levels are fully engaged in the process of 
negotiation and collaboration through which vision for change related to curriculum 
development is wholly informed. Moreover, an agreement could be reached about a 
shared understanding of curriculum, the process and procedures of curriculum 
development, and the meaning of autonomy. In this stage, initial professional 
learning could be undertaken to upskill participants in planning, implementing, 
adapting and evaluating a curriculum. 
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8.3.2 Stage 1: Getting Information 
While the existing curriculum development process begins with the work of selected 
experts, this model is participatory with all the stakeholder views represented and 
heard. Most participants suggested investigating and analysing needs as the first step 
of their ideal model, which concurs with Richard's (2001) idea of developing a 
curriculum in language teaching. This study, however, agrees that curriculum 
development is shaped by its context (Cornbleth, 1988), student expectations and 
cultural, social, and political factors:  
Curricular purposes are directed, influenced, and shaped by the academic 
disciplines and applied fields of study by student expectations, prior 
learning, and abilities, and by social, political, and economic pressures from 
the society at large. These forces, internal and external, interact dynamically 
to define what the curriculum is as well as to create the expectations as to 
what it should be (Ratcliff, 1997, p. 18). 
Stage 1, gathering information, therefore, consists of obtaining information 
about the political and cultural background, needs analysis and situational analysis 
(as outlined in Figure 8.2).  
 
Figure 8.2. Getting information 
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Needs analysis. Language needs, as Richards (2001) defined, are described "in 
terms of a linguistic deficiency", indicating the difference between learners' present 
abilities and what they should be able to do (p. 54). Thus, a needs analysis can be 
considered as "procedures used to get information about learners' needs" (Richards, 
2001, p. 51), while Brown (1995) views it as "the systematic collection and analysis 
of all subjective and objective information" (p. 36). Needs analysis is defined by 
Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998) as a means of establishing the "what and how of a 
course" (p. 122). The descriptions of needs analysis might vary, but there is 
agreement that a needs analysis is essential to establish a foundation for curriculum 
development, and a crucial step in any curriculum design programme (Thornton, 
2013).  
As illustrated in the findings, current curriculum development at the University 
was not founded on needs analysis, but in a top-down manner in which top 
administrators made all-important decisions. This study argues for a different process 
in which a needs analysis should be the starting point. Based on the findings, the 
needs in this proposed model comprise not only student needs, but also social needs 
and university training needs (as illustrated in Figure 8.3).  
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Figure 8.3. Components of needs analysis 
 
As shown in Figure 8.3, University training needs are decided in the MoET 
quota for particular training majors. Whereas social needs and student needs might 
differ from one another, training needs follow the quota established by the MoET, 
and at the same time serve as a bridge where student and social needs meet.  
Ratcliff (1997) argues that when a course or a curriculum is organised and 
structured based on student needs, interests, and competencies, the most resilient and 
enduring reforms will take place. A balance between students and society should be 
reached because "the curriculum is strongly mediated by the students and the society 
that it serves" (Ratcliff, 1997, p. 26). 
Context analysis. A situation analysis, according to Richards (2001), is an 
examination of the contextual factors of a particular project to specify any possible 
influences they may have on the project. Richards suggests that conducting a 
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situation analysis involves documenting different contextual influences such as 
societal, institutional, teacher, learner, and adoption factors. Similarly, Nation and 
Macalister (2010) employ what they call an Environment analysis to focus on "the 
nature of learners, the teachers, and the teaching situation" (p. 2). Adapting Nation 
and Macalister's model, Thornton (2013) concentrates on the "understanding of 
issues such as facilities, characteristics of the student body and the size and skills of 
staff, in order to develop a curriculum which is both appropriate and sustainable for 
the institution" (p. 148).  
The context analysis undertaken in this study, investigates institutional factors, 
teacher factors, and student factors (as shown in Figure 8.4). Analysing institutional 
factors includes evaluating the existing curriculum, examining available facilities, 
and identifying working cultures. The findings indicated that curriculum 
development at the University was understood as both renewing the existing 
curriculum and developing a new curriculum. So evaluating the existing curriculum 
can help identify the strengths and weakness of the curriculum, and the possible 
problems in the curriculum development process. For example, the research 
identified that the current EFL curriculum was textbook-driven, a situation consistent 
with Richards’ (2001) findings that "textbooks are the core of the curriculum and all 
teachers must use the prescribed texts" (p. 97). 
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Figure 8.4. Context analysis. 
 
In terms of the higher education context, institutional or departmental cultures 
should also be taken into consideration. Richards (2001) defines institutional cultures 
as "settings where people interact and where patterns emerge for communication, 
decision making, role relations, and conduct" (p. 97). The institutional culture, 
according to Wolf (2007), is described as: "a culture that relies on expert disciplinary 
knowledge and data to make decisions to engage faculty members in a reflective 
process that they use to foster continuous improvement in curriculum" (p. 16).  
As reported in the Chapters 4 and 5, top administrators of the University show 
strong support for innovation which can help create an institutional climate 
productive of changes. Richards (2001) considered the positive attitude toward 
change as "effective and positive leadership" (p. 97). Yet those attitudes need more 
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time and investment to develop fully and be put into practice. Those issues should be 
included in the examination to establish a foundation for the process.  
In terms of teacher factors, Richards (2001) argues that it is not poor quality 
resources or materials that cause problems in teaching, but teachers' competencies to 
make effective use of teaching materials, due to inadequate training. He lists several 
dimensions in which teachers might vary from one another, including "language 
proficiency, teaching experience, skill and expertise, training and qualifications, 
morale and motivation, teaching style, beliefs and principles" (p. 99). These qualities 
are mainly to do with delivering teaching materials, or implementing the curriculum. 
A concern raised in this study, however, related to teachers' competencies to both 
develop a curriculum and implement it effectively. So, teacher factors, which need to 
be examined, include training and qualifications, experience, skills and expertise, beliefs 
and understandings related to both developing a curriculum and implementing it.  
This model also addresses learner factors by focusing on investigating students' 
competencies, motivation, learning experiences, and learning styles, which are 
considered as "other potentiality relevant factors" (Richards, 2001, p. 101). 
Anecdotally, staff at the University state that student language proficiency at the 
University is low compared with that in other well established universities in 
Vietnam, and that their capabilities differ from one year to another. Such a factor 
should be clarified through their performance each year, and the curriculum should 
be adapted accordingly every year. According to participants, other factors such as 
motivation, previous learning experiences, and learning styles seem to be more 
stable, however, they can influence how well a curriculum is received: 
The effectiveness of a language program will be dictated as much by the 
attitudes and expectations of the learners as by the specifications of the 
  291 
official curriculum... Learners have their own agendas in the language 
lessons they attend. These agendas, as much as the teacher's objectives, 
determine what learners take from any given teaching/ learning encounter 
(Nunan, 1989, p. 176). 
In summary, the context analysis considers three factors: institutional factors, 
teacher factors, and student factors. As shown in Figure 8.4, the darker triangle, where 
three circles representing the three factors overlap, shows the alignment of those three 
factors, and that is where the foundation for an effective curriculum is formed.  
Cultural and political background. Context analysis focuses on factors 
within the institution, while an investigation of cultural and political background 
deals with all the policies, principles, and rules, both tacit and spoken, in the 
Vietnamese context. Cultural, social and political factors evidently affect both the 
content of a curriculum and the processes of developing a curriculum in colleges or 
university (Ratcliff, 1997), since curriculum is viewed as a contextualised social 
process which "explicitly recognizes critical philosophical, social, and political 
questions about what is taught, how, and to whom" (Cornbleth, 1988, p. 90). Clark 
(1987) explains:  
A language curriculum is a function of the interrelationships that hold 
between subject-specific concerns and other broader factors embracing 
socio-political and philosophical matters, educational value systems, theory 
and practice in curriculum design, teacher experiential wisdom and learner 
motivation. In order to understand the foreign language curriculum in any 
particular context it is therefore necessary to attempt to understand how all 
the various influences interrelate to give a particular shape to the planning 
and execution of the teaching/learning process. (p. xii) 
The various influences, according to Richards (2001), include "the roles of 
foreign languages in a community, their status in the curriculum, educational 
traditions and experience in language teaching, and the expectations that members of 
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the community have for language teaching and learning" (p. 91). In the case of 
Vietnam, as indicated in the study findings, curriculum understandings and 
curriculum development has been shaped and reshaped by historical consequences, 
cultural and traditional values, and the political ethos. Examining and clarifying these 
factors is a crucial step to form appropriate objectives, and to select a suitable 
approach to curriculum development. 
Various stakeholders should participate throughout the process of curriculum 
development. This stage specifically involves all the stakeholders from top 
administrators and policy makers, to academic heads, teachers, students and 
employers. All their voices are raised to create a complete picture of needs and status 
quo; to reach a balance between social needs, learner needs, and the training needs of 
the university. The responses from these stakeholders lay the first brick as a 
foundation for what skills and knowledge are needed; what attitudes and behaviours 
are included in the objectives, and to envisage the most effective ways to achieve 
those objectives.   
8.3.3 Stage 2: Specifying Objectives/Learning Outcomes 
The goals of curriculum reflect the underlying ideologies of curriculum and the 
approaches held by participants. They also "refer to a statement of a general change 
that a program seeks to bring about in learners" (Richards, 2001, p. 120). As 
indicated in the findings, curriculum objectives are broader compared with learning 
outcomes which are more specific, realistic, achievable and time-bound. Oner and 
Burke (1995, p. 5) believe that different learning outcomes are "expected and 
achieved by students following courses with the same name, reflecting the different 
objectives and teaching strategies in different higher education institutions". 
Meanwhile, Allan (1996) explained:  
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Outcomes may subsume learning objectives, but the two are not synonymous 
and learning outcomes are not fettered by the constraints of behaviourism. 
Learning outcomes represent what is formally assessed and accredited to the 
student and they offer a starting point for a viable model for the design of 
curricula in higher education which shifts the emphasis from input and 
process to the celebration of student learning. (p. 93) 
The findings show that the purposes of curriculum at the University are 
diverse: the objectives should not be limited to certain observable outcomes, but 
should describe teaching and learning processes and experiences, an important focus 
of the curriculum (Richards, 2001), or lead to discussion about course structure and 
delivery (Oner & Burke, 1995). Moreover, the study also shows that the curriculum 
at the University does not aim at providing skills and knowledge, but also at 
preparing for future jobs, meeting social needs, and developing learners 
comprehensively. Thus, the curriculum has to ensure that meaningful and worthwhile 
learning experiences are set as broader goals of teaching and learning, and have to 
address an educationally important goal for individual development (Richards, 
2001). 
8.3.4 Stage 3: Planning and Piloting 
Once curriculum objectives have been specified, the curriculum will be developed or 
adapted accordingly. This stage comprises a series of decision making steps: what 
knowledge and skills are included, what teaching methods recommended, and the 
types of assessment. Such decisions should ensure the coherence of curriculum  in 
which teaching methods, content and assessment are all consistent with the intended 
learning outcomes (Biggs, 1999a, 1999b, 2002). The curriculum should also 
demonstrate a multi-direction coherence: across, between, and within curriculum 
(Fitzpatrick, 1995). The alignment between planning and enacting the curriculum 
should also be taken into consideration (Cowan et al., 2004), and coherence focused 
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on the process allows interactions among participants to share experiences and to 
make any adjustment necessary (Knight, 2001). The research revealed that 
curriculum coherence was not been explored in higher education curriculum 
development at the University.  
More importantly, the curriculum should make best use of the student learning 
experience as a whole, and the activities chosen should enhance interaction between 
teachers and students, students and students, and students and materials through 
collaboration, team work or group work.  
Piloting is a crucial part in this stage because it gives initial feedback on the 
appropriateness of the curriculum. In this stage, the planned curriculum is tried out 
with selected participants including teachers and students. In addition, curriculum 
evaluation will be carried out at different stages during the process so that curriculum 
developers receive prompt feedback and make necessary adaptations. 
8.3.5 Stage 4: Implementing and Adapting  
Implementation and adaptation is considered an integral stage of curriculum 
development. During this stage, a planned curriculum "comes alive in particular 
classrooms and communities, amidst particular instructors and particular learners" 
(Thornton, 2013, p. 9). The findings of this study at the University illustrated that the 
real situation in the classroom with a variety of students was a significant challenge 
to planned activities and teaching methods. Teachers, then, should be empowered to 
make changes during implementing the curriculum. They are supposed to be creative 
chefs who generate their own style of cooking with provided ingredients rather than 
insisting on cooking to a recipe in order to produce a specified meal (Knight, 2001).  
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In his study about curriculum in Singapore, Sng (2008) identified "a big gap in 
the implementation process and adequate preparation and training for the academics 
to make the change" (p. 102), exacerbated by lack of communication among 
colleagues. Thus he recommended that: "the academics should be encouraged to 
discuss these issues and other related issues in working out how implementation of 
the change could be best done" (p. 102). From this experience, discussion and 
dialogue is necessary for any adaptation of the curriculum during implementation. 
8.3.6 Stage 5: Re-evaluating 
Re-evaluating is a transitional stage in this process. It unites all the results and 
feedback of the single stage evaluation to measure how well the curriculum project is 
implemented, and if the outcomes are aligned with the pre-specified objectives. Re-
evaluating also examines new needs and analyses the new situation to provide a 
setting for a new project.  
It is worth noting that evaluation is an ongoing process conducted during each 
phase (Ramparsad, 2001) to ensure teachers’ involvement and a rigorous and valid 
evaluation, as Cowan and Harding (1986) emphasise: 
Evaluation, in the context of curriculum development, is a formative review 
which pinpoints scope and suggestions for improvement in the next iteration 
of the systematic process. It should therefore point forward into the decision 
making. (p. 106) 
8.3.7 Stage 6: Replanning  
Since this model of curriculum development offers an ongoing process, replanning is 
a stage that continues during the overall process. Replanning uses the information in 
the evaluation of the previous project to develop a new one or to renew the old 
project to suit new needs and situations, after every course, and every three years or 
four years. 
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8.4 CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTING THE PARTICIPATORY MODEL 
As specified previously, the purpose of this study is not to implement the 
participatory model, though it is beneficial to anticipate the challenges the model will 
face if it is implemented and prior to such implementation. The most challenging 
issue is how to initiate this model under the influence of the dominant cultural values 
present in Vietnam, in a hierarchical tertiary education system. As analysed in 
Chapter 3 about the Vietnamese context, however, Vietnam education is currently 
experiencing a transitional situation in which decentralisation of management is 
considered a solution to deal with the crisis (Hayden & Lam, 2010; Vallely & 
Wilkinson, 2008). If institutional autonomy is fully realised, it will be an advantage 
in creating a favourable condition for this participatory model. 
The participatory model engages different stakeholders in sharing their 
expertise and views, and enables their voices to be heard. In this sense, it seems that 
senior administrators' power is shared, and their statuses can be emasculated. 
However, the recommended model does not diminish their power as it is necessary to 
have senior administrators to be involved initially. Instead, the model changes their 
roles and responsibilities. For example, the Rector who is currently responsible for 
making final decisions about the output and the quality of curriculum is supposed to 
be a facilitator who makes an auspicious start and favourable conditions for changes. 
Initiating and sustaining such a participatory model would lessen senior 
administrators' responsibilities dramatically. A major concern for senior 
administrators is to ensure staff and students are well-prepared, and to involve other 
stakeholders such as graduates and employers in the process.  
Another problem the University is facing is the lack staff and student 
competencies in participating in curriculum development. The problem, however, 
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can be solved if the preliminary stage of the participatory model is carefully 
performed. The implications for institutions, and recommendations for staff and 
students to deal with the problem are addressed in detail in Chapter 9. 
8.5 SUMMARY 
This chapter has presented a participatory model for curriculum development aligned 
with the beliefs of staff and the concepts of curricula and serves Vietnamese HE in a 
time of reform. The model is a combination of understandings of HE curriculum and 
processes of curriculum development in language teaching from a Western 
perspective and empirical evidence of curriculum perceptions in Vietnamese context. 
The model accommodates the University staff and student understandings of 
curriculum, their experience of, and expertise in this field. Such a model reflects 
what the University staff envisage as an ideal model for developing curricula. As an 
evidenced-based model with a set of theoretical and practical recommendations it has 
the potential to ground reform in professional practice of curriculum development in 
the University.  
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 
9.1 OVERVIEW 
This present study has investigated approaches to curriculum development at the 
University, including the understandings and processes underpinning the 
development of curriculum. It has examined the University senior administrators', 
EFL academics', and EFL students' perceptions of curriculum, their experiences and 
stories related to curriculum and curriculum development. In this way, unheard 
voices have been raised, and their problems have been identified. The study has also 
indicated that in the Vietnamese context, curriculum understandings are diverse and 
contradictory, and curriculum development is a hierarchical process. Based on the 
empirical findings and Western literature on curriculum and curriculum 
development, the study has proposed a participatory model for curriculum 
development which accommodates the context of Vietnamese higher education.  
This chapter concludes this study of approaches to curriculum development in 
the Vietnamese higher education by discussing the extent to which the central research 
question has been addressed and the significance of the study. For the purpose of this 
study, an approach to curriculum development was defined in terms of “a set of 
beliefs, whether explicit or implicit, about curriculum and curriculum work, including 
underlying assumptions” (Marsh & Willis, 2007, p. 70). Four approaches to 
curriculum development were identified in a review of the literature. These were the 
academic or discipline-based, the social efficiency, the learner-centred, and the 
critical approaches. The findings of this study indicate that curriculum 
understandings at the University varied from a unit outline to the content and 
structure of a course, from teaching experience to student whole learning experience, 
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from a set of regulations to an entire educational plan. Curriculum development at 
the University was textbook driven, and was conducted hierarchically in a top-down 
manner. This study highlighted that the process of curriculum development at the 
University involved only senior staff and experienced teachers. Less-experienced 
teachers, students, and employers were almost entirely excluded. As such, 
curriculum understandings and curriculum development processes at the University 
are consistent with the academic or discipline-based approach.  
Based on the dilemmas the University is facing, and the participants' beliefs 
about what curriculum should be like, and in what way it should be developed, this 
study proposes a participatory model for curriculum development that challenges the 
status quo of curriculum development at the University, the culture and values of 
Vietnamese context, but aligns with those beliefs about what curriculum 
development should be. The model addresses the dilemmas and the beliefs, but also 
acknowledges what the literature says is an effective process. So, this model offers a 
supportive reference guide for effective curriculum development for other higher 
education institutions, which share similar characteristics with the University 
throughout Vietnam and in other Asian countries. 
From this proposed model, implications are drawn for theorising Vietnamese 
higher education curriculum development, and for the practice of curriculum 
development in the Vietnamese context. This chapter also identifies the limitations of 
the present study, based on which, suggestions for further research in this field are 
made. Last but not least, the concluding section of the chapter is a reflection of how 
this present study has benefited the researcher as both a lecturer and a curriculum 
developer.  
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The implications for theory and practice, and the recommendations for changes 
in curriculum development are also made explicit as they relate to the central 
research question: What are the approaches to curriculum development at the 
University?  
How the findings of this present study address this central research question is 
now discussed. 
9.2 ADDRESSING THE RESEARCH QUESTION 
This section revisits the aim of the study and the research question to consider the 
extent to which the findings have answered it. As indicated at the beginning of this 
study, the aim of this study is to examine the understandings and processes 
underpinning the development of curriculum at the University by answering the 
central research question: What are the approaches to curriculum development at the 
University? 
The approaches to curriculum development in the University are illustrated in 
the following major findings:  
1) diverse understandings of curriculum,  
2) hierarchical processes of curriculum development,  
3) dominant approaches to the University curriculum development, and  
4) the dilemmas the University faces. 
First, curriculum understandings were found to be diverse and sometimes 
conflicting among groups (senior administrators, EFL academics and EFL students), 
and often within individual participants. Curriculum is viewed as being a unit outline 
or a course structure; as a plan for either teachers or students, or a design for the 
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whole university; from a set of pre-specified objectives to a set of regulations; from 
teaching experience to learning experience; from knowledge and skills to an open 
pathway in which students can make their own choices. Among these, dominant 
understandings were that curriculum was the structure and content of a course and of 
a unit, both of which were driven by textbooks.. Cultural factors have influenced 
views of curriculum strongly, in terms of the perceptions of knowledge as fixed and 
textbook-based, how knowledge is transferred, and the nature of teacher-student 
relationships. 
Second, curriculum is developed in a top-down hierarchical manner. The 
process of curriculum development starts from the MoET where selected experts 
prescribe curriculum frameworks for different disciplines. Based on these 
frameworks, higher education institutions develop their own curricula to suit their 
missions, quotas, and competencies. Only senior staff and experienced teachers are 
involved in curriculum development, while less-experienced teachers, students, and 
employers are deliberately excluded. When Higher Education Law 2012 recently 
approved institutional autonomy, the centralised management of curriculum was 
transferred from MoET into higher education institutions with little change to 
curriculum development processes. 
 Third, the findings show that approaches to curriculum development adopted 
at the University encompass the features of several approaches to curriculum 
development. However, the descriptions of both the academic or discipline-based 
approach and the social efficiency approach are reflected the most. From a 
Vietnamese perspective, the purpose of curriculum reflects a strong social value in 
supporting people to be good citizens to serve society, and to develop local and 
national economies. These perspectives are reinforced by the powerful influences of 
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Buddhist and Confucian philosophy. Finally, higher education curriculum 
understandings and curriculum development reflect historical consequences and 
political ethos since they have been shaped and reshaped under the powerful 
influences of different foreign impacts, including Chinese/ Confucian, French, 
American, Russian, and Communist ideologies.  
Fourth, the University was in the horns of a dilemma. The problems the staff 
were facing included the views of knowledge versus the purposes of higher 
education curriculum, the institutional autonomy versus the University's 
competencies, and the urge of innovation versus traditional values. If the dilemma is 
not thoroughly resolved, the innovation of curriculum development processes will 
remain a challenge.  
9.3 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION 
This section discusses the contribution of the current study to curriculum theories by 
considering the significance of this study, the contribution of the conceptual 
framework employed, and the importance of the single case study, as well as the 
thematic analysis used. A participatory model for curriculum development is 
proposed to address the dilemmas the University is facing, to offer a foundation for 
higher education curriculum development practices in the Vietnamese context.  
9.3.1 Significance of This Research Study 
Previous literature reviews showed that there is a large gap in studies comparing 
curriculum and curriculum development in the Australian or Western contexts, with 
those in Vietnam. Higher education curriculum understandings and processes of 
higher education curriculum development in Vietnam are under-researched topics. It 
is possible that this situation is limiting higher education innovation in the country.  
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According to the University Rector, one of the top administrators participating 
in the interview, the Prime Minister has recently decided to prioritise foreign 
language teaching in Vietnam, and the University has been selected as one of the 
universities participating in a project of innovation. Thus, this study is timely and 
aligns with the University Rector’s agenda for curriculum reform. It potentially 
provides a foundation for university innovation in terms of curriculum development 
because:  
According to regulations by the Vietnamese government, by the year 2020 
high school graduates are supposed to use English as a second language. 
This cherished expectation has been initially realised by a Prime Minister's 
decision. So, our agenda for discussion now is about how to develop 
curricula in high schools, and in teacher training universities which are both 
realistic and suitable to current Vietnamese education... And I am very 
pleased to know that your thesis is about approaches to EFL curriculum 
development, linked to Vietnamese education (the University Rector).  
Furthermore, the present study is one of the first studies about Vietnamese 
higher education curriculum and its development: it has brought into light 
understandings of curriculum and processes of curriculum development at the 
University. The study indicates that higher education curriculum understandings are 
powerfully influenced by cultural, social and political factors. Curriculum is 
perceived as cultural permeation, as social manifestation, and curriculum 
development including curriculum management is a reflection of historical 
consequences, and is conducted in a top-down manner. These findings are significant 
since there has been no research found in the literature to show such results about 
higher education curriculum and curriculum development in the Vietnamese context. 
Thus, the implications from this study can be either a wake-up call for those who are 
concerned about the topic, a starting point for higher education innovation in terms 
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of curriculum and curriculum development, or a setting for further study in the 
Vietnamese context. By comparing and contrasting the findings of this present study 
with the literature on curriculum from a Western perspective, the current study also 
shows similarities and differences between Oriental and Western viewpoints, which 
set up a platform for professional discussions and dialogue among scholars and 
curriculum developers. 
The Vietnamese higher education educational system, including curriculum 
and its development, is structured and organised in a top-down manner emphasising 
hierarchy and experience. This present study offers different participants an 
opportunity for their insights to be revealed, and their voice heard: it has generated a 
platform of communication. The study created an opportunity for these participants 
to talk about curriculum and curriculum development, for teachers to challenge their 
own thinking and beliefs (Fraser & Bosanquet, 2006). For example, one teacher, who 
was encountering problems in implementing the curriculum, feels comforted:  
When you asked me for an interview about curriculum and curriculum 
development, I felt in high spirits because at least I have someone to talk to 
and to share my perspectives [about this topic]. If I didn't participate your 
interviews, I would carry out my own research textbook evaluation, 
especially for the Faculty of Foreign Languages [by textbooks, he means 
curriculum] (Tiến). 
The study has had early influences on participants' views of curriculum and 
curriculum development. For instance, one Academic Head used to believe that "a 
good process of curriculum development should be imposed from the top... That 
curriculum framework is determined by the MoET" (Quỳnh). Later, she changed her 
views when realising as practitioners, teachers should be involved to develop the 
curriculum framework due to the fact that they have knowledge and expertise of the 
discipline. It is too early to confirm if those influences will be effective in improving 
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curriculum development at the University. However, they signal the impact, because 
a teacher challenged her own thinking during the interview and changed her 
viewpoint at the end.  
In another case, during the study the initial reconceptualising of curriculum 
understandings over time was witnessed. In the interview, a participant confirmed: 
"teachers are those who provide students with knowledge and skills... teachers should 
try to transmit as much knowledge as possible" (Thùy). Later, in the follow-up 
interview, she said: "now knowledge comes from different sources rather than 
teachers, so teachers need to change their teaching methods accordingly". She was 
struggling with the idea of whether curriculum change affects teachers or teachers' 
professional development makes a curriculum change, and finally she concluded: "it 
is a mutual impact" (Thùy). Curriculum development, then, is closely related to, and 
mutually impacted by teachers' professional development (Cowan & Harding, 1986; 
Stenhouse, 1975). 
The significant contribution of this study is the recommended participatory 
model for curriculum development (as presented in Figure 8.1). The model is a cross-
cultural model since it encompasses the ideas and perceptions of participants in the 
Vietnamese context and the literature on curriculum development from a Western 
perspective. Moreover, though the model for curriculum development is formed as 
the outcome of a case study of those involved in EFL curriculum, it can be applied to 
other disciplines at universities if the purposes of such curricula are clearly 
identified. Furthermore, the recommended participatory model could address the 
problems of curriculum development in higher education institutions in Vietnam so it 
can be used for other higher education institutions of similar contexts with 
comparable social, cultural, and political backgrounds. 
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9.3.2 Significance of the Conceptual Framework Used  
The conceptual framework for curriculum development employed by this study 
provided a means to consider curriculum and its development in a new context, 
namely Vietnamese higher education. The framework is the link from the literature 
to my research design as a case study, and helped me seek answers to the research 
question: What are the approaches to curriculum development at the University?  
The notion of an approach to curriculum development, consisting of clear 
understandings of curriculum, processes of curriculum development, the underlying 
assumptions and the value systems (Marsh & Willis, 2007), provides a foundation 
for exploring different perceptions about curriculum from the University participants. 
The key constructs in the conceptual framework - curriculum understandings, 
processes of curriculum development, approaches to curriculum development - 
allows different underlying beliefs and value systems of curriculum to be examined 
and compared from a Western perspective. Also the framework helps specify how 
those understandings fit into the broader picture of curriculum and curriculum 
development in the dominant Western literature. Furthermore, under the lens of 
contextual factors, namely cultural, historical, political, and managerial issues, higher 
education curriculum development has been examined in the Vietnamese context.   
9.4 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 
Chapter 7 identified difficulties teachers are facing, and some dilemmas the 
University faces relating to curriculum understandings and curriculum development. 
The previous section presented the participatory model for curriculum development 
to address those difficulties and dilemmas. This section recommends some practical 
implications by making suggestions for policy, for higher education institutions, for 
teaching staff, and for students. 
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9.4.1 Suggestions for Policy 
The study indicates that there has been confusion regarding management and 
administration mechanisms in HE due to the highly centralised management process 
and the line-management (as presented in Chapter 3). Such confusion is reflected in 
the controversial issue of institutional autonomy. For some of the participants in this 
study, particularly top administrators, institutional autonomy, including academic 
affairs, is a major concern. Institutional autonomy should be fully realised, as stated 
in the Vietnamese Higher Education Laws 2012, that Rectors of universities and 
colleges hold ultimate powers of and are responsible for academic matters, including 
curriculum and curriculum development. However, the University is now operating 
under a system that determines the total credit point required for a course, the 
number of compulsory politics-related units/ subjects, and the quota for students the 
University admits yearly. This highly centralised management process and political 
influences might hinder the process of curriculum innovation.  
However, one of the dilemmas the university is facing, as presented in the 
Chapter 7, is that the issue of quality assurance should be taken into consideration. 
Curriculum frameworks were considered as to be measures which validated the 
quality of the undergraduate programs among higher education institutions 
nationwide (Tran et al., 2011). They are now developed by different universities and 
colleges, thus their outcomes and quality are predictably varied. Moreover, as 
presented in this present study, in the light of the Higher Education Reform Agenda 
(The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2005a) and the approval of Higher Education 
Law in 2012 (The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2013), the government is 
concentrating on improving the quality of higher education teaching and learning, 
and quality assurance and enhancement could become a vital way of achieving this 
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objective. Therefore, as an important implication for policy, quality assurance should 
be supported and strengthened, and innovation of curriculum development certainly 
plays a crucial part in quality. 
9.4.2 Recommendations for Higher Education Institutions 
As institutional autonomy is gradually realised, Vietnamese higher education 
institutions will definitely face many challenges including creating an environment 
for change, establishing a channel of communication, and training staff. The findings 
from this study reveal that the University is very likely to apply the same way of 
centralised management of curriculum as the MoET used to do. Curriculum 
development currently remains a hierarchical process in which a limited number of 
stakeholders are involved. So, the present study suggests that the University leaders 
create an institutional climate open to change. This is an essential condition for 
innovation to take place through professional conversations and discussions among 
staff, and between teachers and students, and between the institution and businesses. 
As this research identified, curriculum was understood differently among the 
participants. These differences reveal the discrepancy and inconsistency in 
interpreting the concept of curriculum, impacting upon collaborating and a shared 
commitment, which is a challenge for the proposed participatory model for 
curriculum development. Sng (2008) notes a similar problem in Singapore higher 
education curriculum development, when teaching staff were not effectively 
informed about the vision and goals for innovation. Furthermore, this research 
indicated that students were not prepared and not willing to participate in curriculum 
development process. For instance, giving feedback on a curriculum was 
compulsory, and their feedback was not always useful. 
310 
The study has recognized the difficult transitional process which participants 
may experience and progress through during the curriculum innovation. The change 
from a curriculum package to an entire autonomy in curriculum development is a 
long journey culturally. Hence, this study recognises concerns about the readiness of 
staff and students for curriculum change. The University should carefully considerate a 
change management strategy within the preliminary stage in the participatory model 
which would provide participants with necessary initial training and prepare them for 
the change. As such, participants at all levels should be encouraged to engage in a 
process of negotiation and collaboration on the development of vision for change. Such 
preparation is crucial for professional conversations and dialogues to take place, and is 
a condition for the other recommended stages of curriculum development. 
The findings reveal that the relationship between the University and industry is 
weak, since no employers have been involved in its curriculum development. Some 
teachers noted that the quality of higher education at the University is low and 
relevance is limited, as graduates cannot perform their jobs as expected. Thus, 
forming a link with businesses is a necessary step for ensuring the employers are 
engaged in the process, and improving the quality of education in universities and 
colleges.  
9.4.3 Recommendations for Teaching Staff 
For teachers, having a shared language for communication and common 
understandings of curriculum is crucial for establishing conversations and 
collaboration. Teaching staff, as indicated in the findings, failed to communicate or 
collaborate with one another. Some teachers explained the poor quality of 
cooperation was due to limited time and the gap between qualifications and expertise 
among themselves. However, the problem may also lie in the lack of "a shared 
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language and understanding of curriculum" for discussion (Fraser & Bosanquet, pp. 
282-3). Discussion during planning, implementing and evaluating can enable 
teachers to specify the focus and their own perceptions of curriculum (Toohey, 
1999). Research in the Singaporean context recommends that teaching staff should 
exchange ideas, have professional dialogues with colleagues to shorten the gap 
between planning and implementing a curriculum, and to improve the quality of 
teaching and learning (Sng, 2008). Toohey (1999) confirms that teachers can clarify 
their focus and perceptions of curriculum and facilitate teachers’ and students’ 
communication regarding curriculum. 
9.4.4 Recommendations for Students 
The research revealed that student participants called for freedom of choice and 
involvement in curriculum development. However, several teacher interviewees 
revealed students refused to participate in giving feedback or sharing ideas when 
they were offered opportunities. It is important that they are prepared for 
participation in the development process, and be provided with opportunities or 
facilities to ensure their voice can be heard. However, the best preparation is 
changing attitudes toward participation and involvement, which can be achieved 
through well-organised teamwork and group work. Working in a learning community 
can help students develop their self-confidence, which makes them more active in 
their learning, and willing to contribute what they believe. Taking more active roles 
in learning also means a dramatic change in student learning styles and methods. 
Accordingly, students should contribute to co-construct their knowledge, and be 
aware that knowledge is socially and interactively constructed. 
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9.5 LIMITATIONS 
The main limitation of this study is that the voices that have been considered are 
those from the University, especially EFL academics and EFL students. The other 
stakeholders such as local employers, and graduates could also be heard so that we 
can build a more complete picture of curriculum understandings, processes of 
curriculum development and the quality of existing curriculum. 
Though a single case study is the most suitable choice to explore the real-life 
phenomenon of curriculum development in-depth due to the scale and time frame for a 
professional doctoral thesis, a multiple-case study would have enriched the findings. 
The understandings of curriculum and the processes of curriculum development show 
staff and student perceptions, beliefs, and practices within the research site, namely the 
University. Those findings would have reflected more of curriculum understandings 
and curriculum development practices in the Vietnamese context if they had been 
compared with those from higher education institutions across the country.  
While factors limiting the present study were anticipated and taken into 
account during the design phase, inevitably some limitations were encountered 
during data collection. The study could involve only three of the seven University 
senior administrators due to their fully scheduled time commitments. Although the 
Vice-rector, who has both experience and expertise in the University curriculum 
development, agreed to participate, he could not schedule the interview and 
withdrew.  
Moreover, Chapter 3 analysed the Vietnamese context, providing fundamental 
information about cultures, history, politics and management of curriculum and 
curriculum development process, and informing Vietnamese policies on higher 
education curriculum and curriculum development. However, a new Higher 
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Education Law, which was approved in 2013, has changed the higher education 
management of curriculum and curriculum development dramatically. Institutional 
autonomy has been reconceptualised. In addition, taking Ratcliff's working definition 
of higher education curriculum (1997) and Richards’ description of curriculum 
development in language teaching (2001), curriculum development, in this present 
study, is understood as a process of both planning and implementing. The present 
study could have used observations to obtain data of how curriculum is actually 
implemented in the classroom. The current study collected data of curriculum 
implementation from staff and student perceptions through in-depth interviews and 
focus group interviews. A more critical examination of how curriculum is 
implemented and is received in classrooms would definitely improve the validity of 
the findings. Such a study could interrogate the view of implemented and enacted 
curriculum. These limitations lead to the next point, on directions for further 
research.  
I acknowledged that assessment is an important part in curriculum, and can 
have certain impact upon curriculum development, however, very few participants 
talked about this topic. Further research with more specific aims related to 
assessment in curriculum development could help to clarify the stakeholders' beliefs, 
and their practices of assessment in curriculum development process.  
9.6 SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
Future research can build on the findings of the present study by expanding the 
number and variety of research sites, employing observations to obtain more data on 
implementation of curriculum. First, future studies on curriculum development in the 
Vietnamese context can involve more higher education institutions throughout the 
country. As a single case study, the boundaries were identified as the University. 
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Other higher education institutions in different regions, types, and scales should be 
involved to provide a panoramic picture of curriculum understandings and 
curriculum development in the Vietnamese context. Second, observations could be 
used to see how teachers deliver a curriculum, and students receive it in the 
classroom. With such data, findings from this current study about curriculum could 
be verified.  
Another area that could be explored would be the perspectives of other 
stakeholders such as employers and alumni to gain feedback on the satisfaction of 
businesses with graduates, and the extent that graduates use the knowledge and skills 
they obtained from the university. This feedback is essential for curriculum 
developers to update curriculum objectives which meet employers' expectations, and 
to enhance the relationship between universities and industry. Furthermore, 
graduates’ feedback based on their experiences at their workplaces can help improve 
the curriculum to be more realistic and practical.  
As presented above, though the proposed participatory model for curriculum 
development is the outcome of a single case study, it owes basic characteristics of a 
participatory action research. Lewin (1946) describes the spiral model of an action 
research as "a circle of planning, action, and fact finding about the result of the 
action" (p.38). Thus, an action research study on how the participatory model works 
in practice is strongly recommended. Such research will inevitably put the proposed 
model in action, responding to the necessity of having curriculum conceptions that 
"emerge from and enter into practice" (Cornbleth, 1990, p. 12).   
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9.7 FINAL REFLECTION: LESSONS LEARNT AND EXPERIENCES 
DRAWN BY THE RESEARCHER 
I started this research journey with many confusing ideas about curriculum and 
curriculum development. I was asking myself about the correct definition of 
curriculum, and what processes of curriculum development was appropriate to higher 
education in the Vietnamese context. I was also bewildered by the question to what 
extent Western curriculum perspectives were challenged or supported in the 
Vietnamese context. As a lecturer, I was at times perplexed by what my roles were in 
curriculum development. Personally, this present study is a journey of clarification of 
what was unknown, of positioning myself as a lecturer and a curriculum developer, 
and looking for the way ahead. 
This current study, and my own effort to achieve it, has been both a 
reconstructing and inspiring process. It has been a reconstructing process because my 
assumptions about curriculum and my teaching beliefs have been continuously 
challenged during the process. The interaction with the vast literature from the West 
forced me to reconceptualise my perceptions of curriculum. The responses from the 
interviewees raised my awareness of the diversity of underlying value systems those 
participants held, and made me reconsider my own beliefs.  
Simultaneously, the process has been inspiring at the same time since it offered 
me an opportunity to widen my knowledge and skills, to interact and collaborate with 
staff and students, listen to their stories, share their experiences, know their 
expectations, and learn from their expertise. Those experiences have led me to new 
prospects and vision where I can position myself for the new roles I will take as a 
teacher, a curriculum developer, and a researcher.  
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This present study has had a powerful impact upon my professional role as a 
language teacher, a curriculum developer, and a researcher. From the study, I learnt 
about the diversity in curriculum understandings among staff and students. Hence, a 
shared language is crucial for professional conversations and dialogue. As such, it 
should be built up on the foundation of varied perceptions and beliefs through 
discussions and negotiations. As a doctoral candidate, the knowledge gained has 
added to my capacity as a leader in curriculum research in higher education in 
Vietnam. As a researcher, I have learnt much from the "methodological journey" I 
undertook. When adopting an interpretivist approach, I acknowledged that 
individuals construct their own views of the phenomenon, and the research findings 
reflect my ideas, beliefs and values. In this journey, I learnt to make unique research 
decisions not previously prescribed, and how to justify logically the decisions I 
made. I also learnt to ensure the reasonableness of my work through the use of 
multiple data sources, and to be open for critique by the research community. In 
doing so, the quality of findings is ensured, and critical thinking in qualitative inquiry 
is developed. 
An effective curriculum should necessarily address institutional training needs, 
teachers' competencies, and students' expectations. Those overlapped section of the 
three factors, namely institutional, teacher, and student factors, are the foundation for 
a successful curriculum. As a curriculum developer, it is important to facilitate this 
overlapping to take place. 
Acknowledging cultural and social influences on curriculum understandings 
and curriculum development, I argue for a change in terms of cultural and social 
beliefs about curriculum. Teachers’ status, to my understanding, which is currently 
protected by traditional and cultural values, has been undermined. I realised that 
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knowledge should be socially constructed from interactions in a collaborative 
process. My roles as a teacher will certainly be adapted a great deal to enhance 
knowledge construction within communities through teamwork or group work. Such 
a cultural change is an arduous and time-consuming process. However, when the ball 
is set rolling, changes will gradually take place. Realising the diverse purposes of 
curriculum which are driven by social needs, I learnt to re-identify the goals and 
purposes of higher education curriculum, ensuring those goals and purposes aligns 
with those of higher education, and with educational purposes in general.  
 Based on the proposed participatory model for curriculum development, I am 
fully aware of what to do at different development stages, and how to facilitate 
curriculum change in the University. The current study also opens me to other 
potential projects for future research. Ratcliff (1997) advises that: "It takes more than 
logs to build a fire. Certain kindling is necessary, and someone needs to light the 
match” (p. 6). I am ready to light the match and move forward for more effective 
curricula, a more appropriate approach to curriculum development to improve the 
quality of teaching and learning at the University, and to contribute into enhancing 
higher education in the Vietnamese context. 
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Appendices  
Appendix A - Demographic information & sub-groups 
 
No Participants Qualifications Experiences Sex Courses 
1 Nhi M.A.  16 years F Skills (Reading) 
2 Nguyệt M.A.  16 F General English 
Skills (Writing) 
3 Quỳnh M.A.  20 F Skills, Methodology 
4 Hoàng B.A.  3 M Skills 
5 Minh B.A.   5 F Skills 
6 Xuân B.A.   5 F Skills 
7 Tiến M.A.  18 M Skills/ Theories 
8 Tú M.A.  16 M Skills, Grammar 
9 Yến M.A.  7 F Skills 
10 Nhàn Ph.D  >30 F Skills/ Theories 
11 Hồng M.A.  16 F Skills/ Theories 
12 Trung M.A.  22 M Skills 
13 Thắm M.A.  25 F Skills/ Theories 
14 Thùy M.A.  20 F Skills/ Theories 
15 Vân M.A.  30 F Skills/ Theories 
16 Nhân M.A.   > 25 M  
17 Hải Ph.D  > 25 M  
18 Đăng Ph.D  > 25 M  
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Appendix B - Milestones for the study 
 Jan 
- Feb 
2013 
Mar 
- Apr 
2013 
May 
- Jun 
2013 
July 
- Aug 
2013 
Sep 
- Nov 
2013 
Oct 
- Dec 
2013 
Jan 
- Dec 
2014 
Jan-
Feb 2015 
Pilot study  
 
       
Refining data collection tools  
 
       
Data collecting   
 
      
Transcribing/ Translating/ Back 
Translating 
     
 
   
Member checking     
 
    
Data analysing/ Reporting       
 
  
Writing drafts 
 
        
Completing thesis         
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Appendix D - Member check & Follow-up interviews 
Teacher 16  
Phần trả lời (Response) Câu hỏi thêm (Questions to clarify ideas & 
additional answers) 
Thế nào là chương trình? và nó khác gì so với 
chương trình đào tạo? 
9.7.1.1.1.1 Cái khái niệm chương trình nó có 
hai tranh luận: có người gọi là 
chương trình đào tạo, có người gọi 
là chương trình giáo dục. Những văn 
bản năm 2010 người ta sử dụng 
chương trình giáo dục. Đến năm 
2012, bắt đầu đổi lại chương trình 
đào tạo. 
Còn quan điểm riêng của Thầy? 
9.7.1.1.1.2 Nếu không căn cứ vào văn bản thì 
mình thích cái chương trình giáo dục 
hơn. Vì sao? Bởi vì nó mang tính 
chất phát triển trong đó. Còn chương 
trình đào tạo thì mình nghĩ rằng nó 
chỉ là, nó nói lên quá trình đào tạo 
nào đó thôi, nó không nói lên được 
cái phát triển.  
9.7.1.1.1.3 Thế khi Thầy nói đến chương 
trình đào tạo Thầy có phải nói đến 
chương trình đang thực hiện tại 
trường mình hay không? Hiện nay 
chương trình của trường mình vẫn 
gọi là chương trình đào tạo.  
Thế nào là chương trình đào tạo? 
9.7.1.1.1.4 Chương trình đào tạo có người gọi 
là kế hoạch có người gọi là bản thiết 
kế. Thì mình thích cái từ bản thiết kế 
hơn, bản thiết kế tổng thể một quá 
trình. Xin Thầy giải thích rõ hơn? 
Thì bản thiết kế này nó phải phản 
ảnh được triết lý, mục tiêu, và hiện 
nay nó được thêm vào là phải đáp 
ứng như cầu của xã hội vào nữa. Thì 
nó phản ảnh những cái đó, thì nó sẽ 
bao hàm rất nhiều nội dung trong đó, 
kể cả chương trình đào tạo nó cũng 
9.7.1.1.1.5 Thầy có biết lý  o  ì  ao không? 
Các nhà quản lý cho rằng “chương trình đào 
tạo” không nói hết nội hàm khái niệm, vì đào 
tạo đại học không chỉ đào tạo nghề mà còn 
giáo dục người học, vì vậy dùng “chương 
trình giáo dục” hợp lý hơn. 
Sản phẩm của quá trình đào tạo  à quá trình 
giáo  ục có khác nhau không? Nếu có thì 
khác nhau thế nào? 
Mục tiêu của trường mình là đào tạo hay 
giáo  ục? Và mục tiêu đó là gì? 
9.7.1.1.1.6 Nói đến quá trình đào tạo là nói 
tới đào tạo một ngành nghề nào đó theo 
hướng “áp đặt” của nhà đào tạo, còn quá trình 
giáo dục cũng là đào tạo nghề, nhưng chú ý 
hơn với yếu tố cá nhân (năng khiếu, sở 
thích...) trong quá trình đào tạo nghề và đặc 
biệt là phát triển nghề sau đào tạo. Như vậy 
sản phẩm của hai quá trình là khác nhau. Tuy 
nhiên “chương trình đào tạo” hay “chương 
trình giáo dục” chỉ là tên gọi, quyết định là 
mục tiêu trong nó. Mục tiêu trong đào tạo GV 
của trường Đại học Đồng Tháp là: “Đào tạo 
 inh  iên có kiến thức, kỹ năng  à thái độ cần 
thiết trong các hoạt động giáo  ục  à  ạy học 
một cách có hiệu quả. Đồng thời chuẩn bị 
cho  inh  iên khả năng nghiên cứu để  ạy 
học ở các cấp học khác, học t p nâng cao 
trình độ  à nghiên cứu  au đại học” 
Thế  ự khác biệt giữa một bản thiết kế  à kế 
hoạch khác nhau như thế nào? 
9.7.1.1.1.7 Trong niên chế, kế hoạch dạy học 
là trọng tâm của CTĐT, các môn 
học được phân bổ vào 8 học kỳ và 
chung cho tất cả SV. Trong đào 
tạo theo hệ thống tín chỉ, sinh 
viên tự xây dựng kế hoạch học 
tập, không còn kế hoạch chung 
nữa. Phát triển CTĐT là thiết kế 
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bao hàm luôn. Lúc đó mình hiểu 
chương trình đảo tạo chỉ là kế hoạch 
thôi. Nhưng tôi vẫn thích dùng từ 
chương trình giáo dục hơn là kế 
hoạch.  
"Triết lý" mà Thầy nói đến là gì? 
Triết lý giáo dục của trường đấy. Thế cụ thể là 
gì ạ? Hình như chưa có. Thế còn triết lý của 
riêng Thầy? Mình rất muốn đào tạo những con 
người mà người ta có thể làm chủ được công 
việc của mình, nói theo ý mình không đào tạo 
thợ mà mình đào tạo Thầy. Có nghĩa là có cái gì 
đó đào tạo tổng quát hơn là cụ thể.  
hệ thống các môn học đáp ứng 
chuẩn nghề nghiệp theo một chu 
trình. 
Giáo  ư cứ thắc mắc làm thế nào ta có thể 
phát triển chương trình nếu trường ta không 
 ựa trên một triết lý giáo  ục nhất định? 
9.7.1.1.1.8 Chẳng riêng gì trường ta, cả một 
nền GD không có triết lý GD. 
9.7.1.1.1.9 Vì vậy, khi PT CTĐT gặp rất 
nhiều khó khăn do thiếu định 
hướng. 
Đâu là một quy trình tốt? 
9.7.1.1.1.10 Một quy trình bao gồm 5 bước. 
Bước thứ nhất bao giờ mình cũng 
phân tích bối cảnh trong. Cái bối 
cảnh này có cả trong và ngoài. 
Trong đây là mình phải đánh giá lại 
cái chương trình của mình đang 
giảng dạy, đang tổ chức đào tạo. 
Tiếp theo là mình phân tích những 
cái tác động bên ngoài vào cái đối 
tượng mình đào tạo để mình chuẩn 
bị xác định, chuẩn bị xây dựng lại 
cái mục tiêu đào tạo cho nó phù hợp. 
Bước thứ hai chính là bước xây 
dựng mục tiêu. Bước thứ ba là mình 
phải xây dựng lại cái chuẩn đầu ra. 
Vì hiện nay xây dựng chương trình 
đào tạo là sẽ căn cứ chuẩn đầu ra.  
Thầy có thể giải thích thêm về chuẩn đầu ra 
không? 
9.7.1.1.1.11 Chuẩn đầu ra là những tiêu chuẩn về 
kiến thức, kỹ năng, và thái độ mà 
học sinh đạt được ngay tại thời điểm 
sau khi tốt nghiệp. Bước kế tiếp là 
phát triển chương trình. Phát triển 
chương trình bao gồm là xây dựng 
lại cái chương trình khung. Từ cái 
khung chương trình như vậy thì 
mình sẽ đi tiếp cái chương trình chi 
tiết. Trong chương trình chi tiết nó 
cộng với đề cương môn học nữa, thì 
nó tạo thành gọi là phát triển chương 
trình đào tạo. Và bước thứ năm là 
bước mình bắt đầu tiến hành đào tạo 
theo cái chương trình mới này. Sau 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sự khác biệt giữa mục tiêu  à chuẩn đầu ra? 
9.7.1.1.1.12 Mục tiêu là kỳ vọng, là cái đích 
để hướng tới cho một khóa đào 
tạo, không đo được, còn CĐR là 
các tiêu chuẩn về KT, KN, TĐ 
buộc phải có khi ra trường, CĐR 
cụ thể, khả thi, xác định và đo 
được. Trong trường hợp này, MT 
là MT tổng quát, còn CĐR là mục 
tiêu cụ thể, phải đạt được trước 
khi ra trường được trinh bày dưới 
dạng chuẩn. 
 i  ẽ phát triển chương trình khung? 
9.7.1.1.1.13 Hội đồng PT CTĐT thực hiện 
9.7.1.1.1.14 Một chu kỳ có nghĩa là gì? 
Chu kỳ đào tạo với trình độ cao đẳng là 3 
năm, trình độ đại học là 4 năm 
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khi hết một chu kỳ thì mình lại phân 
tích lại.  
Vai trò của Thầy là gì? 
9.7.1.1.1.15 Mình là nhà quản lý đồng thời cũng 
là giáo viên giảng dạy nên mình nằm 
trong nhóm số 1. Đây là nhóm các 
giảng viên rồi các chuyên gia trong 
trường đại học. Những người đó có 
trách nhiệm hay vai trò gì? Những 
người đó phải là người chịu trách 
nhiệm chính trong việc vạch ra các 
kế hoạch, vạch ra các mẫu biểu để 
cho thực hiện các công việc trong 
cái bước đầu tiên là phân tích bối 
cảnh ví dụ như những mẫu mà bọn 
mình đã làm là những mẫu M1 là 
mẫu phân tích xem công việc này thì 
nó, một đối tượng nào đó khi anh 
đào tạo xong thì người ta phải đảm 
nhận những công việc nào, và những 
công việc này thì cần các kiến thức, 
các kỹ năng, và thái độ nào... Mình 
phải làm cái mẫu đó đã. Mình có thể 
mình làm cái phát thảo ban đầu, rồi 
mình có thể yêu cầu các doanh 
nghiệp, các đối tượng khác bổ sung 
vào cho mình.  
Thầy còn có tham gia vào giai đoạn nào khác 
nữa không? 
9.7.1.1.1.16 Vai trò của mình đó là bắt đầu tham 
gia xây dựng cái khung chương 
trình, khi nó được cái khung rồi thì 
chuyển ngay xuống các khoa, thì các 
khoa bắt đầu xây dựng chương trình 
chi tiết.  
Những nhóm còn lại là nhóm nào? 
9.7.1.1.1.17 Nhóm còn lại có 2 nhóm. Nhóm các 
doanh nghiệp hoặc là nhóm các cơ 
sở mà nó sử dụng cái nguồn nhân 
lực của mình. Họ sẽ đóng góp các ý 
kiến khi mà nhóm thứ nhất đã thực 
hiện xong thì người ta có thể bổ 
sung thêm tại mình mời họ dự hội 
nghị, rồi mình có thể thông qua cái 
công nghệ thông tin bây giờ là 
Internet để người ta góp ý thêm cho 
mình. Người ta có thể tham gia vào 
 
 
 
 
 
Điều này đã được thực hiện chưa hay chỉ là 
 ự định? 
9.7.1.1.1.19 Đã thực hiện, nhưng mới trong 
phạm vi phát triển một môn học. 
(quy trình phát triển CTĐT và 
môn học như nhau, chỉ khác quy 
mô thôi) 
9.7.1.1.1.20 Các đối tượng khác là ai? 
9.7.1.1.1.21 Là sinh viên, cựu sinh viên, các 
nhà tuyên dụng 
Chương trình khung  o trường Đại học xây 
 ựng,   y  ai trò của Bộ Giáo  ục là gì?  
9.7.1.1.1.22 Bộ giao toàn quyền cho các 
trường trong việc phát triển 
CTĐT trên cơ sở các quy đinh 
trong Quy chế 43 
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quá trình giảng dạy sao này, viết tài 
liệu và giảng dạy sau này nữa.  
9.7.1.1.1.18 Nhóm còn lại là sinh viên và cựu 
sinh viên. Họ cũng bổ sung vào 
những cái trong phần đầu mình làm. 
Tức là cố gắng làm sao để mà cái 
nghề của họ trong giai đoạn hiện nay 
là mình cần họ cái gì, họ muốn cái 
gì. Tức là người tuyển dụng muốn 
cái gì và người học muốn cái gì nữa, 
để nó đầy đủ.  
 
Những thay đổi nào về mặt chính sách có tác 
động trực tiếp đến việc thay đổi chương trình 
của trường.  
9.7.1.1.1.23 Hiện nay có 2 luật giáo dục mới là 
Luật Giáo Dục 2012 và Quy chế 43. 
Trước những văn bản này thì thường 
bao giờ cũng quy định rằng là các 
trường lập chương trình đào tạo thì 
phải dựa vào chương trình khung 
của Bộ. Thì Bộ sẽ ra một chương 
trình khung cho anh đào tạo, các 
ngành đào tạo và sau đó các trường 
theo đó mà đưa thêm... của mình 
vào. Thì hiện nay Bộ chỉ, Bộ cho 
phép là các trường toàn quyền xây 
dựng chương trình, thẩm định rồi 
mang ra sử dụng. Đó là những cái 
chính sách mà mình thấy nó đã mở 
ra cho các trường xây dựng chương 
trình đào tạo cho nó phù hợp với 
tuyển sinh, đầu vào của mình.  
 
 
 
 
 
Những thu n lợi  à khó khăn khi toàn quyền 
thực hiện chương trình? 
9.7.1.1.1.24 Thuận lợi: trường có thể xây dựng 
CTĐT phù hợp với điều kiện 
tuyển sinh (đầu vào), trang thiết 
bị dạy học... 
9.7.1.1.1.25 Khó khăn: 
- Chưa quen với PT CTĐT  
- Thiếu định hướng (chưa có triết lý ĐT; tự 
chọn, tham khảo quy trình) 
- Thiếu chuyên gia 
- Thiếu kinh phí 
Chương trình khung trước đây của Bộ thì có 
những điểm gì? 
9.7.1.1.1.26 Chương trình khung thì Bộ đã bắt 
đầu ấn định cứng các cái nhóm kiến 
thức: kiến thức đại cương nó gồm 
những cái gì thì Bộ đã cho sẵn rồi. 
Tiếp tục là khối kiến thức chuyên 
nghiệp thì nó là 30% Bộ cho sẵn rồi. 
Thì nó như là một khung nhà thì 
mình chỉ việc là xây vào nữa thôi. 
 
Chương trình khung hiện nay của chúng ta có 
khác của Bộ? Nếu có, khác thế nào? 
9.7.1.1.1.27 Về mặt cấu trúc không khác, cũng 
bao gồm 2 khối cơ bản: đại cương 
và chuyên nghiệp.  
9.7.1.1.1.28 Sự khác biệt là: ngoài các môn 
học về lý luận chính trị, quốc 
phòng quy định chung trong khối 
kiến thức đại cương, các môn học 
còn lại do các trường quyết định. 
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Một số câu hỏi khác (More questions) 
1. Mục đích của quá trình học tập? Một số ý kiến của Thầy về việc học? 
Mục đích của quá trình học tập để tích lũy tri thức và hình thành kỹ năng: nếu là 
phổ thông là kỹ năng học, kỹ năng sống... nếu là GD chuyên nghiệp là các kỹ năng, 
năng lực nghề nghiệp. 
Việc học, đích cuối cùng phải là cách học, cách tư duy, cách giải quyết vấn đề 
trong thực tiễn, khi đó kiến thức trong các môn học đóng vai trò là “nguyên liệu” để 
hình thành nên cách học, cách tư duy, cách giải quyết vấn đề. Việc học chuyển từ 
nhận thức sang siêu nhận thức 
Vai trò cá nhân trong học tập ngày càng được chú ý và tôn trọng, đây là quyền 
lợi và cũng là trách nhiệm của người học mà xã hội cũng như số đông SV hiện nay 
chưa nhận thức được 
2. So với trước đây, việc giảng dạy có gì khác? Theo Thầy, điều gì đã tạo ra sự thay 
đổi đó? 
Giảng dạy trước kia chủ yếu là truyền thụ, giảng giải hiện nay là tổ chức học tập 
và tự học dưới nhiều hình thức. Nguyên nhân của sự thay đổi, trước hết là hệ thống 
thông tin toàn cầu Internet và sự phát triển công nghệ thông tin; thứ hai, nhu cầu hội 
nhập và phát triển; thứ ba, yêu cầu của dạy học trong hệ thống tín chỉ 
3. Thầy có thể miêu tả vai trò và nhiệm vụ của người dạy và người học trong giai 
đoạn hiện nay không? 
Người thầy với vai trò tổ chức học tập, có nhiệm vụ: 
- Xây dựng Đề cương chi tiết môn học (kế hoạch học tập môn học) và phổ biên 
tơi tất cả SV trước khi bước vào học tập chinh thức. 
- Hướng dẫn người học PPHT môn học: thống nhất hệ thống tài liệu, phương 
thức giao tiếp (trên lớp, qua email, Blackboard); cách chuẩn bị báo cáo, thảo 
luận... 
- Điều khiển học tập trên lớp và từng bước giao quyền điều khiển cho SV. 
- Giảng giải thắc mắc, nhận xét, điều chỉnh... trong thảo luận. 
- Bằng tri thức, nhiệt tình, ý thức trách nhiệm truyền tải lòng yêu thích môn 
học cho người. 
Người học với vai trò chủ thể của quá trình học tập, có nhiệm vụ: 
- Nghiên cứu Đề cương chi tiết và chuẩn bị tài liệu, phương tiện học tập theo 
ĐCCT. 
- Học ở nhà: tự học, học nhóm và chuẩn bị học tập cho mỗi buổi học trên lớp 
theo phân công của nhóm hoặc trong ĐCCT 
- Trên lớp: thực hiện nhiệm vụ được phân công, nghe, ghi chép, phát biểu, 
tranh luận... 
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- Điều chỉnh kế hoạch học tập giữa các môn học. 
- Chuẩn bị cho các đợt kiểm tra thường kỳ và thi cuối kỳ. 
4. Chương trình và phát triển chương trình đóng vai trò như thế nào trong tiến trình 
cải tiến giáo dục đại học? 
Mục tiêu của tiến trình cải tiến giáo dục đại học là sản phẩm đào tạo đáp ứng 
nhu cầu xã hội. CTĐT đóng vai trò là một trong các điều kiện tác động đến SPĐT 
(điều kiện đủ, gồm: CTĐT, nguồn lực, nhân lực) và quyết định là ở người học (ĐK 
cần). 
Xã hội thường xuyên biến động kéo theo yêu cầu SP đào tạo phải thay đổi theo 
và tác động nhanh nhất, nhiều nhất vào CTĐT, vì vậy trong giai đoạn hiên nay, phát 
triển CTĐT là công việc thường xuyên theo học kỳ với mỗi môn học và theo khóa 
học với mỗi CTĐT. 
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Appendix E - Back translation 
Curriculum was viewed as a course framework based on which "teachers 
design their own teaching plans for different classes" (Hoàng).  
Chương trình là bộ khung của một khóa học để từ đó thầy cô giáo thiết kế giáo 
án giảng dạy cho phù hợp với từng lớp học. (Hoàng) 
Tú : The MoET's curriculum framework is a sample curriculum consisting of 
pre-specified knowledge and skills. That means when being approved to offer a new 
major, the university has to follow the prescribed curriculum framework for that 
major. The framework is a kind of legal document which the university has to follow 
and is not allowed to do differently. For example, the framework requires a number 
of credit points for socio-political knowledge. Furthermore, It specifies how many 
credit points for general knowledge and specialised knowledge. It [the framework] 
also identifies what units are required for general knowledge, what units are 
required for professional knowledge, and what units are elective. The university also 
needs to know the total number of credit points allowed for that major. For example, 
the EFL B.A major consists of 140 credit points among which 15 credit points are 
mandatory for political units. The rest is for general knowledge and professional 
knowledge where the university can make decisions on what to teach.  
 Tú: Chương trình theo cách làm của Bộ Giáo  ục là chương trình khung, bao 
gồm các khối kiến thức  à kỹ năng. Như   y, khi áp  ụng cho một ngành học mới 
nào đó, trường Đại học phải áp  ụng chương trình chung định  ẵn  ành cho chuyên 
ngành đó. Dĩ nhiên,  ây là chương trình của Bộ nên có tính pháp lý, không trường 
nào có thể làm khác được. Thí  ụ, chương trình có quy định bắt buộc  ề khối kiến 
thức các môn học Mác Lê nin. Bên cạnh đó, chương trình cũng chia thành hai khối 
kiến thức, đại cương  à chuyên ngành  à quy định cụ thể các môn học  ành cho hai 
khối này. Trong đó, khối kiến thức chuyên ngành còn cho phép  inh  iên học những 
môn tự chọn. Các trường phải nắm rõ tổng  ố tính chỉ mà chương trình quy định 
 ành cho mỗi chuyên ngành đào tạo. Thí  ụ, trong chương trình đào tạo giáo  iên 
tiếng  nh, Bộ đã quy định phải có 15 tính chỉ  ành cho các môn khoa học Mác Lê 
nin. Các tính chỉ còn lại  ành cho khối kiến thức đại cương  à chuyên ngành, từ đó 
các trường  ẽ quyết  ịnh nội  ung gì đẩ  ạy trong các tín chỉ còn lại/ 
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Xuân: curriculum was "all the units in a course",  
Xuân: chương trình là tất cả các môn học trong một khóa học 
Thắm: "all the units and what is related from the first year to graduation".  
Thắm: chương trình là tất cả các môn học từ khi học năm nhất đến lúc tốt 
nghiệp 
Tiến: curriculum as "what is designed to teach in 4 years".  
Tiến: Chương trình là nội  ung được thiết kế để dạy trong 4 năm học 
Quỳnh: curriculum consists of "units of a course and time allocation for each 
unit".  
Quỳnh: chương trình bao gồm tất cả các môn học trong một khóa học và thời 
gian phân bổ cho từng môn học. 
Thùy: curriculum as "a foundation of what units to be taught, how those units 
are taught, and what skills and knowledge are required".  
Thùy: Chương trình là toàn bộ tất cả các môn học cần dạy, phương pháp  ạy 
học cụ thề và các kiến thức và kỹ năng được yêu cầu. 
Nhàn: "curriculum is a written plan of activities, materials, skills and 
knowledge to be transmitted to target students".  
Nhàn:chương trình là một  ăn bản quy định tất cả các hoạt động học t p, tài 
liệu, kỹ năng  à kiến thức cần thiết  ành cho đối tượng sinh viên nhất định. 
Minh:...In my opinion, curriculum is a general plan for a course. Thus, it 
comprises all teaching and learning activities organised by the university for students 
to participate, to achieve the university's educational objectives.  
Minh:Theo tôi, chương trình là bản kế hoạch tổng quát  ành cho một khóa 
học, bao gồm tất cả các hoạt động  ạy, học mà nhà trường tổ chức để  inh  iên tham 
gia nhằm đạt được mục tiêu giáo  ục mà nhà trường đặt ra. 
Tú: The coherence and alignment of the curriculum has to be ensured, for 
example, the units included in a curriculum have to be aligned and support one 
another. These units, at the same time, have to align with the objectives, and provide 
learners with certain knowledge and skills.   
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Tú: Sự gắn kết  à liên kết của các chương trình đào tạo phải được đảm bảo,  í 
 ụ, các môn học trong một chương trình đào tạo phải có tính liên kết  à hỗ trợ lẫn 
nhau. Đồng thời, các môn học này phải phù hợp  ới các mục tiêu,  à cung cấp cho 
người học những kiến thức  à kỹ năng nhất định. 
The curriculum sometimes simply meant "what to teach and what students are 
supposed to achieve" in a unit (Yến).  
Đôi khi, ta hiểu đơn giản như  ầy: chương trình là những gì giáo viên phải 
dạy, sinh viên phải học để dạt được mục tiêu đề ra. (Yến) 
Hồng:... It [a unit outline] comprises the name and the code of that unit, time 
allocation, the number of teaching periods
17
 for theoretical knowledge and for 
practice, how many lessons, how many chapters of the textbooks, how many 
teaching periods for each lesson, each chapter. In a more detailed unit outline, there 
are teacher's activities, and students' activities, that is, what teacher does and what 
students are supposed to do, ways of assessment including mid-term assessment, 
end-of-term assessment, compulsory materials, and materials for reference.  
Hồng Chương trình [ nói chung] bao gồm tên môn học  à mã môn, khối lượng 
thời gian họ,  ố tiết học  ành cho kiến thức lý thuyết  à thực hành cho mỗi bài học, 
mỗi chươn. Trong chương trình cụ thể,  ẽ nêu các hoạt động của giáo  iên,  à các 
hoạt động của  inh  iên, cách đánh giá bao gồm đánh giá giữa kỳ, đánh giá hết môn, 
tài liệu bắt buộc  à các tài liệu để tham khảo.  
 
                                                 
 
17
 A teaching period normally lasts 45 minutes 
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Appendix F - Overview of data collection design 
Research Questions Data Collection Methods Expected outcomes and relationship with 
theoretical framework 
Data analysis Methods 
1. What are the understandings of 
senior administrators, EFL 
academics, and EFL students at the 
University about curriculum? 
2. What are the understandings of 
senior administrators, and EFL 
academics at the University about 
the curriculum development? 
 
- Interviews  
 + Administrative staff 
 + Teaching staff 
- Focus group interview 
(students) 
* Staff perceptions on curriculum and curriculum 
development, and students' perceptions on 
curriculum grouped by themes. 
- Compare with the ways of understanding in 
literature 
* Interview data will be coded, 
analysed and grouped in themes 
3. What are the processes of 
curriculum development at the 
University? 
 
- Policy documents, 
Decisions, Decrees, 
Guidelines  
- Interviews  
 + Administrative staff 
 + Teaching staff 
* A diagram describing the procedures in three 
levels: 
Ministerial/ Institutional/ Departmental 
- Compare with the curriculum development models 
* Interview data will be coded, 
analysed and compared with the data 
emerged from document analysis 
constantly develop and elaborate ideas 
4. What issues have the staff at the 
University encountered when 
developing the curriculum? 
 
- Interviews  
 + Administrative staff 
 + Teaching staff 
- Decisions, Guidelines  
* The problems, constraints, and suggestions 
- Analyse under Vietnamese context and agendas 
- Evaluate against curriculum theorizing 
* Interview data will be coded, 
analysed and compared with the data 
emerged from document analysis 
* Qualitative analysis on teachers' 
suggestions 
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Appendix G - A report/ profile 
A CASE REPORT ON TEACHER 1 
This teacher has been teaching for 16 years. She is holding the position of Vice-Dean 
of the Foreign Language Faculty who is in charge of assisting the Dean in academic 
affairs, extra-curricular activities, and teaching Reading Comprehension for TEFL 
majors and ESP for IT students. She is perusing a course for second BA degree in 
Business Administration including marketing.  
View of curriculum 
The teacher explicitly defines curriculum as content designed by teachers. In her 
explanation she sometimes implies curriculum as the content in a book, and the book 
itself.  
This view reflects a traditional approach to curriculum. However, she seems to refer 
to a different approach when discussing curriculum development. 
View of curriculum development 
Curriculum development is considered as a continuing process of adapting the 
existing curriculum to meet the ever-changing needs of society, to prepare students 
for a good job. 
"Its goal is to meet the requirements for later jobs and students' outcomes" 
"...to suit the development of economy, science and technology, and people's 
thinking at that time"  
"education should not be left static, because it is driven by a certain force, each 
teachers should be able to realise changes in a certain period of time to contribute to 
their own professional work" 
This view is in line with the Social efficiency ideology proposed by Schiro: "Their 
goal is to train youth in the skills and procedures they will need in the work place and 
at home to live productive lives and perpetuate the functioning of society" (p. 5).  
Her view of curriculum development is sometimes very student-focused as she 
confirmed: "we teach what students need". She also suggested that feedback be 
drawn from teachers, employers, and especially students including graduated 
  351 
students. This collides with the stages of Needs analysis and Situational analysis in 
curriculum development in language teaching (Richards, 2001). 
In terms of knowledge and learning, she sometimes labelled knowledge is what 
teachers know, and can be transmitted to students. 
When explaining about the procedure of curriculum development she stated that: 
"not every teacher is involved in curriculum development" but experienced teachers. 
This can be understood that the procedure of curriculum development is very 
hierarchical.  
In terms of her involvement, she used her personal knowledge and experiences 
through another case (marketing course) as an explanation for the change she made.  
Questions for further information 
1. What are the criteria to evaluate the curriculum? 
2. What is her views of learning? and  
3. How does she assess her students? 
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Appendix H - Initial codes 
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Appendix I - Ethical clearance documents 
INVITATION FOR PARTICIPATION IN THE INTERVIEW 
Dear teachers and students 
I am Ngoc Thach Phan, a lecturer at Faculty of Foreign Languages. I am pursuing 
PhD at Queensland University of Technology (QUT), Brisbane, Australia. I am 
doing a research study investigating approaches to curriculum development at the 
University. 
I would like to invite you to participate in the study. The time commitment will be 
60-90 minutes. I will visit the university to conduct interviews whenever it is 
convenient for you.  
The research will document the understandings of curriculum, the processes of 
curriculum development, and to develop an evidence-based theoretical framework to 
inform curriculum development in the Vietnamese context, and propose 
recommendations for future innovation. The findings from this study will be shared 
with the university after it is completed.  
Subject Title:  
Approaches to Curriculum Development in Vietnamese Higher Education: A 
Case Study 
In case of any breach of research ethics or inconveniences caused due to the research, 
you may contact ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. 
Many thanks for your consideration of this request. If you are interested in 
participating in this research, please email me at n.phan@student.qut.edu.au. Please 
be advised that your participation is entirely voluntary. 
 
Mr Ngoc Thach Phan 
Researcher 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT 
RESEARCH PROJECT (Interview – Academic staff) 
 
Approaches to Curriculum Development in Vietnamese Higher Education:  
A case study 
 
QUT Ethics Approval Number: 1300000268 
 
RESEARCH TEAM  
Principal Researcher: Mr Ngoc Thach Phan, PhD student, Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT) 
Associate Researchers: Dr Mandy Lupton and Associate Professor Jim Watters, QUT 
 
DESCRIPTION 
The purpose of this project is to investigate the approaches to curriculum development at the 
University. 
 
I would like to invite you to participate in this project as you are a teacher who is involved in 
curriculum development process. 
 
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation will involve a face-to-face audio recorded interview that will take 
approximately 60-90 minutes of your time. Questions will include: 
1. What is the curriculum? Or what does the term curriculum mean to you? 
2. What does curriculum development entail? Or what does the term curriculum 
development mean to you? 
3. Can you describe a typical curriculum you’ve developed? 
4. What are the goals of the curriculum? 
5. What procedures have been applied? 
6. How have you evaluated the curriculum developed? 
7. Have you got any difficulties/ problems in developing curriculum? What are they (if 
any)? 
8. What lessons have you learnt from this process of curriculum development? 
9. What are your roles? What are your students’ roles? 
10. How do you assess your students? 
11. What do you think can help improve the existing curriculum? 
 
Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. Moreover, you can withdraw from the 
project without comment or penalty. Your participation or non-participation will in no way 
impact your current or future relationship with QUT or with your university. 
 
EXPECTED BENEFITS 
It is not anticipated that you will benefit directly from the research. However, this project will 
bring to light the understandings of curriculum and curriculum development from staff and 
students' perspectives. This project will also benefit the University by building the knowledge 
of curriculum development for the staff, enabling the University to institute effective 
curriculum adopting practices, and opening avenues for curriculum development in the 
future. 
 
RISKS 
There are no risks beyond normal day-to-day living associated with your 
participation in this project. You may at times hesitate to share your views on 
your own curriculum development understanding. However, there is no right 
or wrong answer. You may also be concerned about your professional 
reputation. However, interviews are private and confidential and the 
comments of individuals will not be shared with other staff. You will have 
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opportunities to review transcripts of your interviews and suggest any 
amendments. Furthermore, you will be de-identified in the study.  
 
PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 
All comments and responses will be treated confidentially. A pseudonym is used for the 
name of the university where you are working. The names of individual persons are not 
required in any of the responses. You or any individuals you mention and any identifying 
features will be omitted from the transcript. Codes or pseudonyms will be used in the project 
report and publications. The audio recording will be destroyed after transcription. 
 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
You are asked to sign a written consent form (enclosed) to confirm your agreement to 
participate. 
 
QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 
If you have any questions or require any further information please contact me. 
 
Mr Ngoc Thach Phan 
+84 989 606 999 
n.phan@student.qut.edu.au  
Dr Mandy Lupton  
mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
A/Prof Jim Watters  
j.watters@qut.edu.au 
 
CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE PROJECT 
QUT is committed to research integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects. 
However, if you do have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project 
you may contact the QUT research unit at ethicscontact@qut.edu.au which can facilitate a 
resolution to your concern in an impartial manner. 
 
Thank you for helping with this research project. Please keep this sheet for your 
information. 
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CONSENT FORM FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
(Interview – Academic staff) 
 
Approaches to Curriculum Development in Vietnamese Higher Education:  
A Case Study 
 
QUT Ethics Approval Number: 1300000268 
 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS 
Mr Ngoc Thach Phan 
+84 989 606 999 
n.phan@student.qut.edu.au  
Dr Mandy Lupton  
mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
A/Prof Jim Watters  
j.watters@qut.edu.au 
 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 
 Have read and understood the information document regarding this project. 
 
 Have had any questions answered to your satisfaction. 
 
 Understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research 
team. 
 
 Understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty. 
 
 Understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project. 
 
 Understand that the project will include an audio recording. 
 
 Agree to participate in the project. 
 
Please tick the relevant box below: 
 
 I agree to participate in the project 
 
If agree, please provide your contact details: 
 
 
Name  
 
Signature  
 
 
Email   
 
 
Date   
 
 
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT RESEARCH 
PROJECT  
(Interview – Administrative Staff) 
 
Approaches to Curriculum Development in Vietnamese Higher Education:  
A Case Study 
 
QUT Ethics Approval Number: 1300000268 
 
RESEARCH TEAM  
Principal Researcher: Mr Ngoc Thach Phan, PhD student, Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT) 
Associate Researchers: Dr Mandy Lupton and Associate Professor Jim Watters, QUT 
 
DESCRIPTION 
The purpose of this project is to investigate the approaches to curriculum development at the 
University. 
 
I would like to invite you to participate in this project as you are a leader who is responsible 
for curriculum development in the university. 
 
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation will involve a face-to-face audio recorded interview that will take 
approximately 60-90 minutes of your time. 
Questions will include:  
1. What is the curriculum? Or what does the term curriculum mean to you? 
2. What does curriculum development entail? Or what does the term curriculum 
development mean to you? 
3. Who can decide the curriculum? 
4. What’s the process of curriculum development at the University? 
5. Who’s involved in curriculum development? 
6. What do you think are the strengths and limitations of such a process? 
7. What do you think can help improve the existing curriculum? 
 
Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. Moreover, you can withdraw from the project without comment 
or penalty. Your participation or non-participation will in no way impact your current or future relationship with QUT 
or your university. 
 
 EXPECTED BENEFITS 
It is not anticipated that you will benefit directly from the research. However, this project will bring to light the 
understandings of curriculum and curriculum development from staff and students' perspectives. This project will 
also benefit the University by building the knowledge of curriculum development for the staff, enabling the University 
to institute effective curriculum adopting practices, and opening avenues for curriculum development in the future.  
 
RISKS 
There are no risks beyond normal day-to-day living associated with your 
participation in this project. You may at times hesitate to share your views on 
your own curriculum development understanding. However, there is no right 
or wrong answer. You may also be concerned about your professional 
reputation. However, interviews are private and confidential and the 
comments of individuals will not be shared with other staff. You will have 
opportunities to review transcripts of your interviews and suggest any 
amendments. Furthermore, you will be de-identified in the study. 
 
PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 
All comments and responses will be treated confidentially. A pseudonym is used for the name of the university 
where you are working. The names of individual persons are not required in any of the responses. You or any 
individuals you mention and any identifying features will be omitted from the transcript. Codes or pseudonyms will 
be used in the project report and publications. 
The audio recording will be destroyed after transcription. 
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
You are asked to sign a written consent form (enclosed) to confirm your agreement to participate. 
 
QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 
If you have any questions or require any further information please contact me. 
 
Mr Ngoc Thach Phan 
+84 989 606 999 
n.phan@student.qut.edu.au  
Dr Mandy Lupton  
mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
A/Prof Jim Watters  
j.watters@qut.edu.au 
 
CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE PROJECT 
QUT is committed to research integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects. However, if you do have any 
concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project you may contact the QUT research ethics unit at 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au which can facilitate a resolution to your concern in an impartial manner. 
 
Thank you for helping with this research project. Please keep this sheet for your 
information 
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CONSENT FORM FOR QUT RESEARCH 
PROJECT 
(Interview – Administrative Staff) 
 
Approaches to Curriculum Development in Vietnamese Higher Education:  
A Case Study 
 
QUT Ethics Approval Number: 1300000268 
 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS 
Mr. Ngoc Thach Phan 
+84 989 606 999 
n.phan@student.qut.edu.au  
Dr Mandy Lupton  
mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
A/Prof Jim Watters  
j.watters@qut.edu.au 
 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 
 Have read and understood the information document regarding this project. 
 
 Have had any questions answered to your satisfaction. 
 
 Understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research team. 
 
 Understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty. 
 
 Understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you 
have concerns about the ethical conduct of the project. 
 
 Understand that the project will include an audio recording. 
 
 Agree to participate in the project. 
 
Please tick the relevant box below: 
 I agree to participate in the project 
 
If you agree, please provide your contact details: 
 
Name 
 
 
Signature 
 
 
Postal address 
 
 
Email 
  
 
 
Phone 
  
 
 
Date 
  
 
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT 
RESEARCH PROJECT 
(Focus Group – Students) 
 
Approaches to Curriculum Development in Vietnamese Higher Education:  
A Case Study 
 
QUT Ethics Approval Number: 1300000268 
 
RESEARCH TEAM  
Principal Researcher: Mr Ngoc Thach Phan, PhD student, Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT) 
Associate Researchers: Dr Mandy Lupton and Associate Professor Jim Watters, QUT 
 
DESCRIPTION 
The purpose of this project is to investigate the approaches to curriculum development at the 
University. 
 
I would like to invite you to participate in this project as you are one of the students who 
experience EFL curriculum. 
 
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation will involve an audio recorded focus group interview at the University or 
other agreed location that will take approximately 60-90 minutes of your time. Questions will 
include: 
1. What is the curriculum? Or what does the term curriculum mean to you? 
2. Can you describe a curriculum which you think is the most effective? 
3. Have you got any problems in studying with the existing curriculum? What are they 
(if any)? 
4. What are you required to do in a unit? 
5. How are you assessed? 
6. What are the goals of the curriculum? 
7. What do you think can help improve the existing curriculum? 
 
Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. Moreover, you can withdraw from the 
project without comment or penalty. Your participation or non-participation will in no way 
impact your current or future relationship with QUT and with your university. 
 
EXPECTED BENEFITS 
It is not anticipated that you will benefit directly from the research. However, this project will 
bring to light the understandings of curriculum and curriculum development from staff and 
students' perspectives. This project will also benefit the University by building the knowledge 
of curriculum development for the staff, enabling the University to institute effective 
curriculum adoption practices, and opening avenues for curriculum development in the 
future.  
 
RISKS 
There are no risks beyond normal day-to-day living associated with your 
participation in this project. You may at times hesitate to share your views on 
your own curriculum development. However, there is no right or wrong 
answer. The interviews are private and confidential and the comments of 
individuals will not be shared with your teachers. You will have opportunities 
to review transcript of your interview and suggest any amendments. 
Furthermore, you will be de-identified in the study.  
 
PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 
All comments and responses will be treated confidentially. A pseudonym is used for the 
name of the university and staff and students. The names of individual persons are not 
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required in any of the responses. You or any individuals you mention and any identifying 
features will be omitted from the transcript. Codes or pseudonyms will be used in the project 
report and publications. The audio recording will be destroyed after transcription. 
 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
You are asked to sign a written consent form (enclosed) to confirm your agreement to 
participate. 
 
QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 
If you have any questions or require any further information please contact me. 
 
Mr Ngoc Thach Phan 
+84 989 606 999 
n.phan@student.qut.edu.au  
Dr Mandy Lupton  
mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
A/Prof Jim Watters  
j.watters@qut.edu.au 
 
CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE PROJECT 
QUT is committed to research integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects. 
However, if you do have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project 
you may contact the QUT research unit at ethicscontact@qut.edu.au which can facilitate a 
resolution to your concern in an impartial manner. 
 
Thank you for helping with this research project. Please keep this sheet for your 
information. 
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CONSENT FORM FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
(Focus Group – Students) 
 
Approaches to Curriculum Development in Vietnamese Higher Education:  
A Case Study 
 
QUT Ethics Approval Number: 1300000268 
 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS 
Mr Ngoc Thach Phan 
+84 989 606 999 
n.phan@student.qut.edu.au  
Dr Mandy Lupton  
mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
A/Prof Jim Watters  
j.watters@qut.edu.au 
 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 
 Have read and understood the information document regarding this project. 
 
 Have had any questions answered to your satisfaction. 
 
 Understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research 
team. 
 
 Understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty. 
 
 Understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project. 
 
 Understand that the project will include an audio recording. 
 
 Agree to participate in the project. 
 
Please tick the relevant box below: 
 
 I agree to participate in the project 
 
If agree, please provide your contact details: 
 
Name  
Signature  
Email   
 
Date   
 
 
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
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AGREEMENT TRANSLATOR FOR QUT 
RESEARCH PROJECT 
Approaches to Curriculum Development in Vietnamese Higher 
Education: A Case Study  
QUT Ethics Approval Number 1300000268 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS  
Mr Ngoc Thach Phan 
Researcher   
Phone: (+84) 989 606 
999 
Email: 
n.phan@student.qut.edu.
au  
Dr Mandy Lupton 
Principal Supervisor  
Phone: (+61) 73138 3283 
Email: 
mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
A/Prof Jim Watters  
Associate Supervisor 
Phone: (+61) 7 3138 
3639 
Email: j.watters@qut.au  
THE AGREEMENT 
As this research involves questioning individuals about their views in 
curriculum development practices, I the Principal Researcher in this project, 
require you to sign this translator confidentiality agreement.  
As the translator for this project you must:  
 Keep all information related to this project secret and confidential. 
 Not disclose to any person or make known in any manner any part of 
the project’s information. 
 Keep the project’s information in a secure place so as to ensure that 
unauthorised persons do not have access to it. 
SIGNATURES 
This Agreement shall be effective when signed and dated by all parties. 
Translator Name  
Signature  
Date   
  
Witness Name  
Signature  
Date   
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Appendix J - Lists of pseudonyms 
Teachers Students 
1 Nhi 1 Cẩm 
2 Nguyệt 2 Châu 
3 Quỳnh 3 Hoa 
4 Hoàng 4 Đông 
5 Minh 5 Hưng 
6 Xuân 6 Hân 
7 Tiến 7 Phước 
8 Tú 8 Thành 
9 Yến 9 Vy 
10 Nhàn 10 Ngọc 
11 Hồng 11 Hà 
12 Trung 12 Tuấn 
13 Thắm 13 Kiều 
14 Thùy 14 Tuyết 
15 Vân 15 Lợi 
Senior Administrators 16 Lan 
1 Nhân 17 Nguyên 
2 Hải 18 Như 
3 Đăng 19 Huỳnh 
  20 Sang 
  21 Lam 
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Appendix K - Lists of documents as secondary data 
1. Higher Education Reform Agenda, Resolution 14/2005/NQ-CP) dated 2 
November 2005 
2. Vietnamese Education Law 2005 
3. Resolution 14/2005/NQ-CP) dated 2 November 2005  
4. Directive No 296/CT-TTg, on Renovating Higher Education management for the 
period of 2010 - 2012 
5. Circular No 10/2011/TT-BGDĐT on Regulations of post-graduating training. 
6. Higher Education Law 2012 
7. Regulation No 43/2007/QĐ-BGD&ĐT on training and educating at tertiary 
education in credit-based system.  
8. Document No 5633/BGDĐT-KTKĐCLGD dated on 10th October, 2014 on 
Foreign Languages in the 2015 exam of high school certificate 
9. MoET's curriculum frameworks 
10. The University Students' Handbooks, 2012 
11. Unit Outlines of Cross-cultural Studies, and Pragmatics, 2011 
 
 
